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EDITORIAL

Educating Amidst Challenges: War in the Trenches
Kendall D. Naceanceno
Usenime Akpanudo
Harding University
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challenges: War in the trenches [Editorial]. Journal of Graduate
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It has been nearly two years since schools were last "normal."
To put this in perspective, elementary school students in grades
two or lower have no experience of schooling that does not
include pandemic protocols - masks, social distancing, hand
sanitizer, Chromebooks, quarantine, online lessons, angry
parents, and "zombied" teachers. Their mates in grade three
have not fared any better. They have had more years of
pandemic schooling than normal school experiences. Students
in higher education were not spared this deviation from the
norm. The current class of college sophomores survived a
traumatic high school exit experience (truncated sports seasons
and canceled graduation festivities) just to miss out on
traditional college entry rituals that have been handed down
over many generations. Some college sophomores did not even
set foot on a college campus throughout their freshman year.
These are just not normal times. It is not normal for the students
and certainly not normal for their educators, many of whom are
deeply attached to the routine and normalcy of working in
schools.
It is therefore not surprising that as the COVID-19 pandemic
lingers, many educators are beginning to wonder, "...how much
longer can we go on like this? How much more of this can we
really take?". A number of educators are answering these
questions with an unprecedented wave of attrition in the field
brought on by stress and burnout. Others are doing their best to
hold the fort and keep the flag flying. For instance, despite the
high levels of burnout and attrition, there are clear indications
that educators and schools can adapt to new teaching and
learning methods. From PreK to university, educators at all
levels have worked tirelessly using technology and tenacity to
provide consistent instruction despite the challenges of
COVID-19. However, because of the burden that unexpected
change can levy, all teachers have undoubtedly experienced a
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

sense of enervation. This change may seem less taxing for the
digitally savvy, but the pandemic has induced feelings of stress
and frustration for others who prefer the brick-and-mortar
setting.
And although educators are accustomed to and are typically
resilient to changing circumstances, the COVID-19 pandemic
has proven to be a formidable foe, infringing deeply upon our
personal lives and attacking us on all fronts. Many educators
have experienced the loss of jobs, loved ones, savings, and
some are struggling to motivate themselves for tasks that were
once considered routine. And even when we have made efforts
to ameliorate these challenges with a positive mindset, our
actions are stifled by the ongoing struggle of sifting through the
conflicting information about the pandemic coming from
traditional and social media outlets. For educators, extensive
consumption of unverified information and rhetoric can have
dire consequences as these biases will seep into their classroom
discussions and practices. As such, we must remain vigilant to
ward off the threats from misinformation aimed at obstructing
teaching and learning. In other words, we must be ready and
prepared for the battle that lies ahead.
In the parlance of teacher and school administrator preparatory
programs, we describe candidates as being prepared for work in
"the trenches." This metaphor draws from peacetime trenches,
the type created to facilitate construction, water lines, and other
development. But trenches can also be a tool for warfare,
destruction, or used to prevent progress. The latter are dug
deeper and are well-fortified, often leading to a stalemate. This
trench warfare statement was the experience of troops during
the First World War, during which troops spent weeks at a time
hunkered down in their trenches. The physical and
psychological damage resulting from the trench warfare in
World War I was profound.
So as we begin to step out of the trenches of the current war
front, we must remember the lesson of the previous trench wars.
We should be prepared to extend olive branches of peace and
work together to resolve the current war at school. We owe it to
ourselves, students, parents, and the world around us. The
arduous task of delivering sound education is a constant battle
as threats will continue to emerge from their trenches disguised
as social justice, political correctness, or religious morality.
They will also manifest as discouragement, fatigue, worry, or
distraction as we attempt to cope with the challenges brought
on by the pandemic. Educators must be ready to combat these
adversaries with the fervent and anchored resolve that comes
with the momentous responsibility of helping shape the society
of the future. We can fight our way out of these trenches with
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the strength and energy teachers bring to the classroom each
day.
Indeed, our commission as educators is to inspire students to
overcome challenges and identify strengths. These enriching
experiences will effectively prepare students for the daunting
and competitive workforce that lies beyond the four classroom
walls. Amid the pandemic, educators must not lose sight of the
integral role that education plays in the development and
advancement of society. Therefore, as the editorial team of
JGER, we encourage all educators to hold the line and continue
to inspire upcoming generations, having complete confidence
that even this current trench war will come to an end.
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Reagan Donald
West Memphis School District

How to cite this article:
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What is more exemplary of “The War at School” than writing
this article and having my computer betray me by deleting it?
Perhaps being an English teacher and still beginning a
professional, educational article with a question, as if this
doesn’t turn me into a full-blown Tell-Tale Heart madman
when my students do it.
There are many options for what could currently be considered
“The War at School” (CRT, banning books, etc.), but the
COVID war has completely transformed our schools and my
life to the point where I would feel like a traitor if I did not speak
on it. Although we have hopefully not turned completely into
any of Poe’s madmen, mental health has still been a major
casualty in this war. Teaching a research unit that consisted of
eight different types of mental illnesses made me realize this
even more. Several of my students could relate to at least one
of these illnesses; mainly anxiety and depression, but some
could even heavily relate to PTSD.
While I can observe my students to see how they are faring
through this war, I can also relate to being a student during
Covid. I still had a year left of undergrad when this all started,
and I was able to see the major shift between pre and post-Covid
(post- here meaning after knowing about Covid and
unfortunately not its demise) schooling. As a first-year teacher,
I have many moments of “Has this always been so difficult or
is it just a Covid thing?” I knew what it was like to be a college
student, though, so I was able to recognize how everything
became significantly more difficult and stress-inducing.
I remember having a conversation with my mom, a retired
educator, who mentioned that she had never seen schools close
the way they did in March 2020. We knew then that schools
would have to reach a different level of normal, even if the ones
in charge continue to try and make it seem like we are back to
pre-pandemic normality.
SPRING 2020 - THE BEGINNING OF THE WAR

A normal semester. Spring semesters are always the hardest for
me mentally, and this one was no different. Before Covid even
made its debut to the United States, I had already cried several
buckets of tears and decided to change my major. I only had to
make it through the rest of the semester before I would finally
be happy with my educational decisions and be one year away
from a degree.
It is so strange being in school and knowing, via the syllabus,
that many hard assignments are coming up, and then BAM!
Covid–a disease you’ve literally never heard of—comes out of
nowhere and suddenly these assignments become a thousand
times more difficult because now they have be done through
Zoom with a bunch of people who have no idea how to use it or
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over the phone because it’s a group project and you can no
longer meet in person.
It was so difficult to get through this semester as a student, and
as I get more comfortable in my own classroom, I empathize
even more with my professor at the time. Having to learn new
technology and figure out how to transfer information that you
have been teaching for years in a way you have never had to do
before could not have been easy. Although I could recognize it
then, I recognize it even more now after being exposed to so
many different perspectives. This war hit every part of the
education system and made it hard for us all.
SUMMER 2020 - MAYBE IT’LL BE OVER SOON?

This time period was such a joke. I was planning to study
abroad. STUDY ABROAD. So many people thought this
would be an overnight war. A “Yeah, just give it a couple
months and we’ll be back to normal” war. Yet here we are
heading into year three.
I decided to take classes during the summer, so I could complete
my degree with the least amount of stress possible. Oddly
enough, I feel that this was the only time this war was taken as
seriously as it should have been. All classes were moved online.
One good thing that came from this is that I took the best class
of my life during this term; however, it was slightly clouded
with pandemic misfortune.
1. This class was amazing, but would have been
spectacular if Covid did not exist, and I could have
taken the course in person. I had this professor for
another class later on, and she is so stunning, yet I
never got to meet her in person. I am thankful that she
cared about her students’ safety, but I wish the war
would not have started in the first place, so I could
have learned so much more from her.
2. My anxiety had gotten so bad that I could not even
hold down food for several weeks. I began taking
medication that has only increased in dosage as this
war continues.
So many wonderful opportunities continue to be lost because of
Covid, and I weep for those that were missed and will be missed
as the war wages on.
FALL 2020/SPRING 2021 - YEAH, THE WAR IS STILL GOING
ON

By Fall, I felt like the baby in the Judgment of Solomon. The
professors had the choice to make their classes online or in
person, and I felt like I was being split in half by all the different
decisions being made around me. It seemed (and still seems)
unfair that other people were given the opportunity to dictate
how I had to deal with this war of a pandemic.
So for a year, I had one professor each semester who had me
sitting in a classroom, worried I might bring Covid home to my
mother. I sat in a classroom with people who complained about
the protocols that the school had in place. I sat in a classroom
with a professor who said I was exaggerating when I asked for
our class to be switched to a room with appropriate social
distancing.
I would imagine that in other wars, it was very easy to tell what
side everyone was on. There is usually some kind of loyalty

associated with those around you and the fight for a common
cause. I spend a lot of time on the internet, so I knew that there
were other people out there who were also very anxious about
being pushed back into the world too fast, but in person I felt so
isolated. I did not know who was on campus and dreading every
second of it like I was or who was happy to pretend like life was
normal again.
FALL 2021 - NO ENDING IN SIGHT…NO MATTER HOW
MUCH WE PRETEND

By Fall 2021, I was the head of my own classroom (terrifying).
As mentioned previously, this semester was difficult, but I was
never sure if it was because of typical first-year struggles or if
it was the struggles of Covid.
Attendance was a HUGE problem this semester. From the way
the administration talks about it, it seems a lot of this does have
to do with the pandemic. Last year, students were able to move
freely between virtual and in-person. That was not the case this
year. Many of my students were dealing with a lot both mentally
and in their personal lives and did not like being back at school.
Either way, it is hard teaching students who are not in person,
and it made me feel very inadequate seeing some of the grades
in my class.
Phones were a war all on their own. I know this is mainly a firstyear pain. Discipline and conflict are quite difficult for me
already. I also believe students were used to being on their
technology non-stop during Spring 2020 and when they were
virtual in that next year as well, so they have become even more
addicted than before.
Many veteran teachers mentioned that this is such a hard year
to start in. They do not necessarily give details on why this is,
but I think it has a lot to do with the fact that this year we tried
so hard to make everything seem normal when we are still
clearly in a time that is far from normal. With Covid finding
new allies within these variants, I hope that my first year still
finds a way to get better instead of more difficult. I am working
on ways to better my mental health and become a better teacher
because we need great ones during a time like this.
THE SPOILS OF THE WAR

With all the deaths the pandemic has caused, I cannot in good
conscience say that there is any good coming out of it. I
definitely cannot say it is an experience that we needed to go
through. I can say, however, that it has taught me and many
others a lot. Covid has taken so much from us, but the
knowledge we have gained can be considered our spoils.
Whether the people in charge make note of this knowledge or
not, it is important to remember:
• Mental health is important for all of us in the education
field and our students. We are all experiencing
something that we have never seen before. We need all
the help we can get.
• Take care of your fellow people or give them better
options to take care of themselves.
• Hit save so that you do not have to retype a whole
article.
I do not think we will ever be free from the shackles of this
Covid war, but I have hope that one day we will learn to adapt.
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It seems that in some capacity, we are learning that the school
system can change, and I hope we settle on something that
makes this war a bit more bearable.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Reagan Donald is a 26-year-old graduate from Arkansas State
University. She is currently surviving her first year of teaching
and having a fun time getting to know the youth in her
community through this job. Her current career goals are
trying to get other English electives offered at her school and
trying to get every student to like at least ONE book.
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Education is the bedrock of development in every society. In
developing countries including Nigeria, education is conceived as the
tool through which national objectives (such as nation building, social
integration and economic development) are achieved. Although
education has so many prospects for developing countries, Nigeria
continues to be crawling with its education sector. It is against this
background that this paper seeks to answer the fundamental
questions: what are the problems facing the Nigerian educational
sector and in what ways can they be mitigated? The national policy
of education (1998) in Nigeria has five working objectives and
philosophies through which education is geared toward. However,
the reality on ground shows that these objectives have not been
achieved or have been minimally achieved. Through research, the
authors of this paper have discovered the underlying factors for the
decay and the agents, cankerworms eating up whatever should have
enhanced the development of our educational system. The major
problems of education in Nigeria are corruption and misplaced
government priorities in policies. Others include poor funding;
shortage of quality staff; dearth of contemporary infrastructure;
indiscipline among stake holders, staff, students, guardians and
government; decayed social values and impunity to existing laws and
regulations in the operational modules as it concerns the educational
system. The authors suggest that there should be aggressive and
intensive sensitization on the need to discard and eliminate corrupt
practices and institute a lasting legacy in accountability and
transparency by institutional officers as well as amongst policy
makers.

INTRODUCTION
Education is said to be the foundation for development in every
society. A society with educated citizens is more likely to be
more advanced than a predominantly illiterate society. The
importance of education needs not be overemphasized. Every
society has its own educational policy, focus and philosophy
which serve as a pointer to the goal and objective of the society.
This is based on the philosophy of the nation’s educational
system, which encapsulates her needs, goals, objectives and
aspirations (Nwafor, 2014). This policy and philosophy are
fashioned according to the societal values and the goal which
such society intends to achieve. Education, no doubt, is the key
to socio-economic and political development of any nation. The
type of government also has a determining factor on the
philosophy and policy of education.
The policies and programmes are expected to touch every facet
of societal needs and aspirations in terms of human and material
resources development. It is known that development in any
society begins with its human elements, which in turn develop
the material resources. The development of the human
resources cannot be devoid of education and all its ramifications
(Nwafor, 2014). Since an enlightened mind is likely to conceive
positive thoughts, human resource development is sine qua non
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3
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to national development. In developing country such as Nigeria,
education is conceived as the tool through which national
objectives (such as nation building, social integration and
economic development) are achieved. It is through education
that national development can be fostered. An educated and
well enlightened community is characterised by the kind of
citizens which exist in such community.
Although education has so many prospects for developing
countries, the Nigeria educational sector remains one of the
most backward and archaic in the committee of nations. This is
evident in the large number of Nigerian students who travel
abroad for studies, neglecting their home institution. Also,
academic calendars are often disrupted due to face off between
government, management of educational institutions and the
various labour unions. These factors leads to delayed
graduation of students and the concomitant spiral effect on the
society in terms of developments.
This then leads one to ask: what is the problem with the
Nigerian educational sector? It is this thought-provoking
question that drives this research to investigate the Nigerian
education system and to bring to fore the problems therein. It is
the hope of this work to proffer a possible solution to this
existential educational predicament in Nigeria and anywhere in
the globe experiencing the same problem, through critical
assessment and recommendations based on findings.
THE CONCEPT OF EDUCATION

Etymologically, the term “Education” is derived from two Latin
words ‘educare’ (educere) and ‘educatum’. “Educare” means
to train or mould. It again means to bring up or to lead out or to
draw out, thrust from inward to outward. The term “educatum”
refers to the ‘act of teaching’ (Kumar & Ahmad, n.d). While the
term “educare” or “educere” solely concerned with the
development of the latent faculties of the child, it is the teacher,
the educator, who guides the child to attained possibilities,
using appropriate methods. This implies that education is a
process that involves the educator and the educated.
Aside from its etymology, the concept of education has been
defined by various scholars in various ways. Aristotle for
instance, “Education means the bringing out of the ideas of
universal validity which are latent in the mind of every man”.
Anuwa Madaki on his part defines education as “the total
process of training, gaining of special competencies,
knowledge, behaviours and morals required by an individual to
be responsible while contributing to societal development”
(Madaki, 2019). John Dewey defines education as “the process
of forming fundamental dispositions, intellectual and
emotional, towards nature and fellow men” (quoted in Sharma
& Hyland, 1991, p. 8). Notwithstanding which of the
definitions one chooses, what is common is that education is a
process of self-development to attain certain knowledge.
PRE-INDEPENDENCE SYSTEM OF EDUCATION

Akpan & Udofia (2015), argue that the system of education
which the colonial masters brought into Nigeria was to no good.
It was a system of education which was meant to serve them
(colonialists) without adding anything meaningful to the
individual. Corroborating this view, Chris Akpan &
Christopher Udofia in their article “Reforming Education in
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

Africa: The Liberative Pedagogy Perspective” (2015) avow that
“most anti-colonialist of the pre-independent and the immediate
post-independent Africa were unanimous on the position that
the system of education bequeathed by the colonialist was only
useful for the perpetuation of the oppress” (Akpan & Udofia,
2015, p. 72). Further substantiating this view, Agbafor Igwe in
his work Zik: The Philosopher of our Time (1992), while
expounding Nnamdi Azikiwe’s view on colonial education
posits that:
…the average colonial subject was educated to seek
only white-collar jobs, shun manual labour… with this
miseducation, the recipients of colonial education
were only fit for public or private employment of the
imperialists who retained them as junior workers and
grossly underpaid them. (Igwe, 1992, p. 120)
The educational system brought by colonial masters was not
meant for the betterment of Nigerians at all, nay, to aid them in
further exploration and exploitation of the country’s economy.
The system was criticised for being based more on theory than
on practice which makes it add little or no meaning to life
(Ibukun & Aboluwodi, 2010). It was a banking system of
education that is not tilted towards the development of the
country, rather, to keep the country in a perpetual slavery
without proper technological and economic development.
After independence, there was need for a new system of
education as this current system was found wanting. It was
irrelevant and not suitable to meet the demands of Nigerians.
Also, it did not suit the nation’s economy, culture, polity, social
set up, desires and aspirations, potentialities, needs and other
considerable factors (Kani & Sa’ad, 2015).
Consequentially, various anti-colonial personalities such as
Azikiwe, Frantz Fanon, Paulo Freire, amongst others, who saw
“education as a tool for liberation” (Akpan & Udofia, 2015, p.
76), made attempts to formulate a liberative ascetic system of
education. This new system of education, according to its
proponents, will benefit the African person and at the same time
cause derangement to the colonialist system of education. In
Azikiwe’s thought, it will bring about spiritual balance, social
regeneration, economic determinism, mental emancipation and
political Risorgimento (Enoh, 1996). This is similar to the
liberative system of education that Frantz Fanon advocated; “an
educational system that will make man to be actional; evolving
a critical consciousness that will challenge and question the
colonial situation” (Fanon, 1967, p. 229). Submitting Fanon’s
position, liberative education for Fanon consists in the training
of both the mind and hand to overcome psychological
impediment and prepare for violent revolution against any
oppressive order (Akpan & Udofia, 2015).
Be this as it may, it is important to quickly point out here that
the rationale for Fanon’s position was the prevalent education
system of that time. As a result of this, it was indeed necessary,
as the need of the age, to agitate for the emancipation and
freedom from the colonialist. It was pertinent for these
revolutionary ideas to come into play if Africans (Nigeria in
strictu sensu) were to attain self-governance (independence).
However, the situation is not the same again. As argued by
scholars in extant literatures, the change in the preindependence system of education which birthed the national
policy on education was necessitated by the need to have a
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qualitative education which will meet the needs of the
contemporary era.
PHILOSOPHY AND OBJECTIVES OF NIGERIAN
EDUCATION

Philosophy is etymologically defined as the love of wisdom. It
comes from the Greek words Philo and Sophia; where philo
means ‘love’ and Sophia means ‘wisdom’. Therefore, it can be
deduced from the above that philosophy is the love of wisdom.
But then, this love of wisdom seems to possess ambiguity and
controversy (Umotong, 2020, p. 8), since the definition does not
convey much itself (Sharma & Hyland, 1991). People have
defined philosophy to mean different things. However, the
definition of philosophy can be viewed from three dimensions:
(1) as an activity (2) done objectively, and (3) with criticality.
Thus, philosophy of education is an activity which would be
concerned with all sorts of educational problems and questions
(Sharma & Hyland, 1991). It is a “critical reflection on
justification of certain basic human beliefs and the analysis of
basic concepts” (Umotong, 2007, p. 3).
The contemporary role of philosophy of education is farreaching and comprehensive. It consists, not only of the
application of philosophical ideas, knowledge and expertise to
the study of educational issues, but also the analysis of claims
and arguments put forward in the other disciplines of education.
Thus, the global and synoptic perspective of philosophy entails
points of contact with every facet of the educational enterprise
(Sharma & Hyland, 1991).
The philosophy and objectives of education of a nation is
usually an off-shoot of the people's goals which can be regarded
as the identified societal values to be attained or sustained
through education. It is to be noted that the philosophy and
objectives of Nigerian education has metamorphosed into the
present state, having passed through some stages with
appreciable landmark (Molagun, 1999).
Taking a particular look at the educational situation in Nigeria,
first, it is important to highlight that Nigeria as a nation state
fashions its federal system of governance in a democratic form;
at least nominally, democracy is the system of government in
the country. With this, the country has its own educational
policy and objective. Second, due to the multiplicity or say,
plurality of the Nigerian society, some scholars opine that it is
difficult to frame a policy of education. Cornelius Taiwo is one
of such scholars. He corroborates that
for sense of national unity, a country where people are
different races, and each race tries to emphasize its
own importance and there are social or tribal
jealousies, one race fears the domination of another
race, it is always very difficult to make for a national
system of education. (Taiwo, 1980, p. 75).
That notwithstanding, the national policy of education (1998)
in Nigeria has five working objectives and philosophies through
which education is geared towards. These cardinal points
include:
1. A free and democratic society;
2. A just and egalitarian society;
3. A united, strong and self-reliant nation;
4. A great and dynamic economy
5. A land of bright and full opportunities for all citizens.
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

It is believed that the above objectives are geared towards selfrealisation, better human relationship, national consciousness,
national unity as well as social, cultural, economic, political,
scientific and technological progress (Adeyemi et al., 2012).
However, the reality on ground shows that these objectives
have not been achieved or have been minimally achieved.
Premising on the little or no achievement of the educational
objectives evident in Nigeria, it is easy to guess that there are
factors responsible for this laxity. With this, in order to find
solution to this challenge, it is necessary to first articulate the
problems and issues facing the Nigerian educational system.
NIGERIA EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM: ISSUES

Notwithstanding the palatable and juicy objective of the
National Education Policy, it is pitiable that the Nigerian
educational system is yet to create national consciousness and
patriotism among students and even among lecturers (teachers)
at all levels, because citizenship education exists more on paper,
and not in practice (Nwafor, 2014). The moral decadence in the
education sector is alarming. It is for this reason that Adah
(2009) lamentably observes that:
The entire Nigerian educational system is bedevilled
by a myriad of problems and the situation is getting
worse by the day. These problems include: poor
funding, shortage of quality staff; dearth of
infrastructure, inadequate classrooms and offices,
inadequate laboratories for teaching and research;
shortage of journals; indiscipline among staff and
students; inconsistent and ill-conceived policies;
corruption in high and low places; cultism; irregular
payment of salaries; examination malpractices as well
as politics in the appointments of heads of many
tertiary institutions (cited in Nawfor, 2014, p. 95).
The hallmark for the problem of education is Nigeria is
corruption and bad governance. The Nigerian society is
generally enveloped by insecurity and near absence of freedom
and democracy. Yes, how can a system be called democratic
when it does not yield to the needs of the populi? How can a
system be democratic when her citizens cannot exercise their
constitutional rights, namely, freedom of speech, constructively
criticise the government without being witch-hunt or their
criticisms tagged “hate speech”?
Noticeably, corruption is a prevalent issue in the Nigerian
political and economic arena. It is not a contradiction to assert
that politically, Nigeria is highly in disarray; unity has eluded
her as there are incessant crises in every part of the country due
to corruption. Terrorist activities of Fulani herdsmen, Boko
haram, IPOB uprising among others constitute the problems we
have in this country (Nwafor, 2014). Some researchers like
Imhonopi & Urim (2016) have argued that even these
perpetuated evil acts/attacks are sponsored. Corruption has
really sucked deep into the fabric of the country.
But it becomes a more perturbing and tragic issue when it is
found in the educational sector. As sad as this is already, the
prevalent corruption in Nigeria political and economic terrain
has managed to crawl into the educational sector of the country.
Egbefo captured this in his assertion that the practice of
corruption in politics is sufficient “tragedy” for a country; when
it is practiced in the educational sector, it is a “double tragedy”.
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This is because the impact of the educational sector on capacity
building and national development is fundamental to the
development of a given country (cited in Makadi, 201, p. 44).
Since education is supposed to be the pacesetter for the people,
then, poor education engineered by corruption in the
educational system is a fundamental error to any country. This
is corroborated in Ozturk (2001), who is of the opinion that
societies all through time have always relied on the education
for guidance.
The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), in
2008, defined corruption as the misappropriation of office,
public power or authority for personal privileged through
bribery, misuse, scam, nepotism to mention but a few. In recent
times, UNDP employs a broader definition of corruption in the
bed to accommodate corruption practiced in the private
educational sector as such, the definition offered corruption as
the misappropriation of delegated power in order to get private
privileges (UNDP, 2008).
It is an evident and undeniable fact that where corruption
strives, doom is inevitable. Corruption is detrimental to the
growth and development of a people. In line with this argument,
corruption in the educational sector is basically characterised
by the inappropriate behaviour of individuals’ holding
authoritative position in this sector that bring about personal
gain and is detrimental to the standard of education and national
advancement (Makadi, 2019).
Exemplifying how corruption plays out in education,
Okorosaye-Orubite (2008) opines that in one of the workshops
organised by the Universal Basic Education Board, about 800
million naira was outrageously spent in budget for a one-day
training workshop. This highlights the corruption reality on
ground in the education sector in the country. From the above
example presented by Okorosaye-Orubite, it can be deduced
that the Universal Basic Education Board workshop was used
as a means to line the pockets of those in charge of organising
the seminar with money rather than serve as a means to improve
the educational sector through innovative brainstorming
(Makadi, 2019).
In addition to corruption as a factor affecting the Nigerian
educational context, other factors including vouchers being
inflated, sex for mark practices, ghost workers employed, faked
supplies and supplies of fake educational materials, ethnic
based appointment and promotions, commonization of
withholding of retirement and salaries.
FISHING OUT THE CANKERWORM OF NIGERIAN
EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM

In order to be able to check the excesses in education sector,
there must be first of all, widespread sensitization on the need
to do away with corrupt practices. Students should be made to
understand the menace that corruption has brought to the
education sector as well as why it is needful for it to be checked.
Therefore, corruption must be clearly defined for members of
society to have a clear understanding of. By so doing,
individuals will be exposed to the dangers and consequences of
indulging in corrupt practices.
Secondly, there must be accountability. The accountability is
one of the major ways through which corruption can be
curtailed. There should be accountability and transparency in
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all levels of management. In fact, it should be imposed on in all
public officers (including tutors). When people start becoming
accountable, they will be cautious on what to and not to do.
Also, an effective and reliable financial management system
should be established to control and monitor the use of
educational resources.
Also, teachers should be paid their entitlement in full as at when
due. This is because the happiness of the teacher is paramount
in the quest to deliver his services in the ‘educare’ process. How
can the government be underpaying/ cutting salaries of teachers
and still expect them to discharge their duties as they ought to?
A teacher is thought to be moralist and the final arbiter of the
rules (Ottaway, 1962), but when the right condition of living
has not been met, it is detrimental, not just to the teacher, but to
the student and by extension, the nation in whole. The resultant
effect of this is half-baked students who cannot compete
globally, delay in graduation due to strike actions, collecting of
bribes to grades upgrade, etc. One cannot expect a hungry
teacher to happily and dutifully discharge his/her duties.
Ludwig Wittgenstein in the Tractatus wrote “the world of the
happy man is different from that of the unhappy man”
(Wittgenstein, 2007, p. 72).
Another is for the government to practice true democracy.
Nigeria claims to be practicing democracy, however, its system
of government looks more like dictatorship. Explaining what
true democracy is, Christopher Udofia in his paper “Leadership
and National Development” articulates that, “the democratic
style of leadership adopts the consultative as well as the
participative decision making model whereby followers are
consulted and given the chance to participate in decision
making” (Udofia, 2020, p. 70). The government should adopt a
liberal system of democracy where the freedom among other
rights of the citizen is guaranteed. When this is done citizens
will feel free and see the need to contribute the growth of the
system with positive ideas and constructive criticisms.
Government should not always impose or issue directives that
are anti education. Funds should also be released for research
and revitalization of the education sector.
CONCLUSION

Describing the extent of corruption in Nigeria, Okeyim, Ejue &
Ekanem (2013, p. 24) write that “corruption is pervasive in
Nigeria” and analyzing the consequences of this, Lawal and
Tobi (2006, p. 642) write that “Nigeria presents a typical case
of a country in Africa whose development has been undermined
and retarded by the menace of corrupt practices”. The
prevalence of corruption in Nigeria has gained global
recognition so much that Transparency International
Corruption Perception Index of 1995-1997 ranked Nigeria as
the most corrupt country in the world and in 1999, Nigeria was
also named the second most corrupt country in the world.
Okeyim, Ejue & Ekanem (2013) rightly captured the effect of
corruption in education sector when they articulated that
corruption is responsible for the high unethical practices among
teachers, lecturers and other stakeholders in education and
correspondingly all this singularly and collectively poses
serious threats to academic standards in Nigeria’s education
industry and this on its own tells on the quality of manpower
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that the education industry produces for the development of the
Nigerian state.
It is also the case that corruption is responsible for the poor
infrastructural development in Nigeria’s education industry
despite the many instruments set aside for its development.
People in power and managerial positions use the little funds
allocated for education for their selfish interest. The
government owes its teachers, and when teachers exercise their
freedom of expression by way of instituting strike actions, they
face threats from the government. On the other hand, the school
managements embezzle maintenance funds and deliver
substandard infrastructure. In the university scenario, a good
number of lecturers collect bribes for students to make them
pass. There is a need to sort out this moral decadence in Nigeria;
it needs to be radically checked, lest, the effect becomes more
catastrophic than it already is. Consenting to this argument,
Nwanegbo (1999) writes that:
Morality is a condition-sine-quo-non for development.
Any society that experiences fraud, misappropriation,
burglary, murder, enticement and various vices rise
would face development impediments. A country
where egocentrism, individualism as well as greed are
central parts of the social arrangement will have
development become an illusion (quoted in Madaki,
2019, p. 46)
RECOMMENDATION

In order to restore moral rectitude to the Nigerian educational a
number of things have to be put in place:
1. Sensitization: there should be widespread sensitization
on the need to do away with corrupt practices.
2. Accountability: there should be accountability and
transparency imposed on all public officers (including
tutors).
3. Joint monitoring of projects embarked on in the
educational sector: projects should be laid bare for
public monitoring, and the figures for such project
publicized.
4. An effective and reliable financial management
system should be established to control and monitor
the use of educational resources.
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The purpose of this non-experimental study was to determine whether
English language proficiency has an effect on phonological awareness
skills among second graders. A convenience sample of 101 second
graders from a school in Northwest Arkansas was gathered. Secondary
data from the Phonological Awareness Screening Test was analyzed to
determine whether there was a difference in phonological awareness
skills between those students who were native English speakers and
English language learners. An analysis of the results found that there is
a significant difference between phonological awareness skills of
English language learners and native English speakers. The students
who were native English speakers had stronger phonological awareness
skills relative to English language learners.
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INTRODUCTION
Across the United States, students are struggling to read. In
2019, only 35% of fourth graders were proficient in reading
according to the most recent National Assessment of
Educational Progress [NAEP] scores. This assessment in 2019
revealed a two percent point decline since 2017 (Green &
Goldstein, 2019). Recognizing the importance of reading, these
results are leading to educational policy changes in many states.
In fact, Mississippi was one of the first states to make policy
changes, and they were the only state to show increased reading
scores in 2019 (Hanford, 2019). The detailed NAEP report,
though, also revealed a growing achievement gap between
English language learners [ELL] and native English speakers.
Carnoy and Garcia (2017) found that Hispanic English
language learners and Asian English language learners continue
to lag behind their native English-speaking classmates on
measures of reading achievement. This, paired with the fact that
the number of ELL students in schools is growing (Mitchell,
2018), emphasizes the importance of recognizing the different
reading skills of ELL and native English speakers.
THE READING SKILLS OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE
LEARNERS

Many ELLs enter school with lower reading skills than their
native English-speaking peers (Linklater, O’ Connor, &
Palardy, 2009). When a student’s second language is English,
their reading abilities in English will often fall behind native
English speakers. Yesil-Dagli (2011) states that a high
percentage of ELLs’ oral reading fluency falls in the at-risk
level. This is not because they do not possess the ability to read
in English, but often because English language learners do not
always come to school with the early literacy skills that are the
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foundation of reading success. One of these skills is
phonological awareness.
THE IMPORTANCE OF PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS

Phonological awareness is a key component of early literacy. In
early grades, such as preschool and kindergarten, phonological
awareness is the best predictor of a student's word reading
ability as they progress through school (Lonigan & Goodrich,
2018; Russak, 2013; Yesil-Dagli, 2011). Pynell (2012) found
that students in kindergarten who had high phonological
awareness scores also had high scores, several years later, on a
third-grade reading examination known as the Virginia SOL.
Since the development of phonological awareness in students is
critical for students’ reading success, it is an important part of
an early childhood curriculum, not only for native English
speakers, but for ELLs as well.
Phonological awareness also plays a role in the reading growth
of ELLs. Lower phonological awareness skills have been
shown to correlate with lower reading ability in ELLs (Bing,
Bingxia, Jinfen, & Hui, 2015; Linklater, et al., 2009; Yeung &
Ganotice, 2014). Kalia, Lane, and Wilbourne (2018) suggest
that a young child’s phonological segmenting skills can predict
their native language and second language vocabulary skills. So
not only does it affect reading in their native language, but also
in their second language. If an ELL does not have adequate
phonological awareness skills, they will struggle with learning
to read. It is, however, important to make a distinction between
people's phonological awareness skills in L1 (their native
language) and L2 (their learned language). The phonological
awareness skill level in a student’s native language may differ
from the skill in their learned language. It is possible, however,
for these skills to be transferred across languages.
PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS IN L1 VERSUS L2

Cross-transfer of skills means that a student can transfer skills
learned in their native language to a new language they are
learning. In this case, it may be possible for students to transfer
phonological awareness skills from L1 to L2 (Kalia, et al.,
2018; Raynolds, LopezVelasquez, & Valentin, 2017; Yeung &
Ganotice, 2014). Theoretically, if a student has good
phonological awareness skills in his/her native language, he/she
should also have good phonological awareness skills in English.
Yeung and Ganotice (2014) state that if L1 and L2 phonological
awareness is transferred across languages, it supports the idea
that phonological skills underlie both L1 and L2 reading. While
phonological awareness may be a foundational skill for both L1
and L2 reading, there is a difference between a student’s
phonological ability and their phonological skill. The difference
between their ability and their skill may be affected by what is
called L1-L2 distance.
L1-L2 distance is the difference between a person’s native
language and the learned language. Saeigh-Haddad (2019)
defines it as whether the phonological units that people are
asked to manipulate are available or unavailable in their native
language. These different features in language may interfere
with the acquisition of phonological awareness (Russak, 2013).
For example, there are sounds in the English language that other
languages do not include. If a person’s native language is not
English, they may not have access to these sounds in their
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

phonological memory. Russak and Saigh-Haddad (2011)
investigated this phenomenon and found that students had a
harder time manipulating new L2 phonemes and performed
poorly on tasks that included phonemes that were not original
to their native language. Russak also found that this affected
Spanish speakers’ spelling of new English phonemes. If a
student cannot access and correctly pronounce a sound, they
will not be able to accurately read or spell that sound. If an ELL
is to grow in their reading skills, phonological awareness
training in English sounds is essential.
EFFECTS OF PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS TRAINING

Phonological awareness training is beneficial to the growth of
reading skills of ELL students. Compared to groups that did
not receive phonological awareness training, Chinese students
who received a 10-week phonological awareness training
course in English subsequently performed better on reading
tasks (Bing, et al., 2015). Additionally, phonological awareness
training in English benefited the word reading skills of
Taiwanese children (Li & Chen, 2016).
Phonological
awareness training also helps ELL students meet benchmark
standards set by the state. Zoski and Erickson (2017) found that
the number of ELL students who met the DIBELS phoneme
segmentation benchmark increased dramatically after receiving
phonological awareness training. When given phonological
awareness training in L2 language, students are able to increase
their reading skills in that language. There are also other factors
that can impact an ELL’s reading ability.
OTHER SKILLS THAT IMPACT ELL’S READING ABILITY

ELLs’ reading ability can also be affected by their vocabulary
skills, oral language ability, or background knowledge. An ELL
will have higher oral language ability depending on when they
were introduced to English. Students introduced to English
before preschool often develop better English language skills
and higher vocabulary knowledge (Lonigan & Goodrich, 2018).
Oral language ability and vocabulary are two major factors in a
student’s ability to comprehend written material. If a student is
able to read the word, but does not have the vocabulary
knowledge, they will not comprehend what they are reading.
Because of this, oral language and vocabulary can also impact
the reading comprehension of ELL students. Additionally,
Yesil-Dagli (2011) discovered that letter naming fluency, in
addition to vocabulary and phonological awareness, could
predict oral reading fluency in ELLs.
Overall, the findings suggest that phonological awareness,
among other skills, does play an important role in the reading
ability of English language learners. Phonological awareness is
a foundational skill for all students learning how to read and
must be directly taught to all students, including ELLs. General
intervention in phonological awareness is effective for ELL
students, but because of the phonological differences in
languages, this skill may require different strategies for
teaching.
PURPOSE OF STUDY

The purpose of this study was to determine whether English
language proficiency has an effect on phonological awareness
among second grade students. For this study, English language
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proficiency is defined as whether English is the student’s first
or second language. It can also be referred to as non-ELL or
ELL. In addition, phonological awareness will be defined as the
ability to hear and manipulate sounds in words (Bottari, 2020).
Specifically, phonological awareness skills will be considered
in terms of the PAST.
Although there is a wide range of research on phonological
awareness, there is not a wide range of research about ELLs and
their phonological awareness skills. The results from this study
may be beneficial to school administrators and literacy
specialists, especially to administrators who develop literacy
curriculum in schools. Specialists who focus on ELLs may also
benefit from the study and gain additional insight into ELLs.
Finally, these findings may serve as a foundation for future
research that may help us understand if different interventions,
or more intense interventions, are needed for ELLs with
deficient phonological awareness.
HYPOTHESES

It is hypothesized that the level of English language proficiency
will have an effect on phonological awareness skills among
second graders.

METHOD
PARTICIPANTS

The participants in this study were a convenience sample of 101
second grade students from a school in Northwest Arkansas.
The sample consisted of 56% males and 44% females.
75.4% of the students qualified for free/reduced lunch. 56.4%
of students were ELLs. 43.6% of students were not ELLs.
INSTRUMENTATION

The primary instrumentation for this study was the
Phonological Awareness Screening Test [PAST] developed by
Kilpatrick (2018). This instrument contains 10 sections, labeled
D through M, comprising a total of 52 questions that are given
by the instructor and then answered orally by the student. The
test is administered to one student by an instructor. The
administrator orally gives the student the prompt, and the
student is required to answer the prompt with the correct
response. The instructor writes an X for automatic if the
question is answered correctly under 2 seconds, a 1 if the correct
response is provided but takes longer than 2 seconds, and a 0
for incorrect. Then the instructor totals the number of correct
and automatic responses for each section. For sections D
(including subsections D1 and D2) and E (including
subsections E2 and E3), each subsection includes three
questions, and the student must correctly answer two of these
three questions to pass a section. For sections F through M, each
section contains five questions, and the student must correctly
answer three out of five to pass a section. A student’s total
correct score is the number of correctly answered items,
regardless of whether the answer was automatic (provided in
less than two seconds) or not. Thus, for this total score, 52 is
the maximum.
According to the initial report developed by Kilpatrick and
McInnis (n.d.), the PAST has strong concurrent validity with
other phonological awareness subtests from tests such as the
Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing. Additionally,
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

the PAST had a stronger correlation (r=.60) with word level
reading tests in fifth grade than the CTOPP (r=.47). The testretest reliability of the PAST was also acceptable (r=.82).
PROCEDURE

This was a casual, comparative nonexperimental study. Once
IRB approval was obtained, the principal from the elementary
school in Northwest Arkansas was emailed and asked to submit
the deidentified PAST data from second grade classes, along
with the demographic information. The test data had already
been scored and marked by the literacy specialists at the school.
The data also contained information regarding students’
English language learning status. Once this data was obtained,
the data was analyzed using an independent samples t-test. The
hypothesis was examined with an alpha level of 0.05.

RESULTS
An independent samples t-test was calculated comparing the
mean PAST scores of native English speakers to the mean score
of ELLs. A significant difference was found t (99) = 5.31,
p<.0001. The mean PAST score of native English speakers
(m=41.30, sd = 10.57) was significantly different from the
mean PAST score of ELLs (m=30.21, sd = 10.26). The null
hypothesis was rejected and the alternative hypothesis could be
supported.
Figure 1
The mean PAST scores of native English speakers compared to
the mean scores of English language learners
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DISCUSSION
FINDINGS

This study found a statistically significant difference in the
phonological awareness skills among second grade students in
an elementary school in Northwest Arkansas. Native English
speakers had a higher average overall score on the Phonological
Awareness Screening Test than ELLs. These results led to the
finding that English language proficiency does have an effect
on phonological awareness skills among second graders.
LIMITATIONS

The data utilized for this study was obtained from only one
school in Northwest Arkansas. This limitation in geographic
sampling led to a smaller sample size, and the findings may not
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be representative of a broader population. Additionally, since
the study focused on one area of Arkansas, the findings may not
generalize to the whole state or the whole country. Phonological
awareness skills may vary in different areas of the country.
Secondly, since this was a casual, comparative study, not all
variables were controlled. Demographics such as gender,
socioeconomic status, or ethnicity/race could have a role in the
students’ level of phonological awareness skill. The methods of
instruction used by the teachers could also have an effect on the
students’ phonological awareness skills. Also, our data set did
not include important variables such as special education status.

potential differences between various groups of ELLs. For
instance, students with certain ethnic backgrounds may have
more, or less, of a disadvantage in phonological awareness as
they strive to learn to read in English. Differences in
phonological awareness skills may be attributed to the student’s
first language and how different the phonology is from English.
For instance, Spanish and English may have a closer phonology
than Marshallese and English. Hopefully, additional research
will, in the future, inform intervention strategies to help ELLs
close the gap in reading achievement.
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Time-to-doctoral degree has consistently increased in American
universities since the 1960s. The elongated time-to-degree has cost
implications, not only for the degree granting institutions, but for doctoral
recipients, particularly their international counterparts. This paper
examined the effect of various factors, including financial aid,
demographic characteristics, and home country economic conditions on
international doctoral students’ time-to-degree completion. The PushPull Model and human capital theory formed the conceptual framework
for this study. Utilizing multiple regression and multilevel analysis on a
set of student demographic characteristics, country-level economic
factors, financial aid packages, and institutional level variables, the
study finds that that foreign government aid is the most significant
financial support for international doctoral students. Foreign government
funding significantly reduced time-to-degree across regions and
economies. Economic conditions in the home country are also an
important factor affecting international doctoral student outcomes.
Students from poorer countries took significantly less time to complete
their degrees compared with their counterparts from richer countries.
Higher U.S. assistant professor salaries also impacted on international
doctoral student outcomes by increasing time to doctoral degree
completion. The study provides recommendations for foreign
governments, U.S. state governments and policy makers, as well as
institutions of higher education.
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INTRODUCTION
The Institute of International Education (2017) reports that
there were over a million international students enrolled in U.S.
higher education institutions in the 2016–2017 academic year,
which represents an 85 percent increase in international
students in the United States from a decade ago. Of this number,
391,124 were graduate students, with 124,705 being doctoral
students (IIE, 2016). International students now account for
about five percent of the more than 20 million students enrolled
in U.S. higher education. Although the demand for the U.S.
doctoral degree by international students is growing, research
on international student retention has been limited in the
literature. Research has particularly shown that international
students often encounter a unique set of challenges related to
academic and social integration, in addition to experiencing a
mismatch between pre-arrival expectations and the realities of
the American educational system (Ehrenberg & Marvos, 1995).
International students have been found to have a shorter time to
degree completion than their domestic counterparts (Nettles &
Millet, 2006; Gillingham, Seneca, & Taussig, 1991). The
Council of Graduate Schools’ Ph.D. Completion Project
findings show that international students finished the degree in
a shorter time period, but not necessarily at a higher rate overall
(CGS, 2009). The literature on international students notes that
the immigration requirement places greater pressure on them to
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

Journal of Graduate Education Research

Multilevel Analysis of Factors Predicting International Doctoral Students’ Time-To-Degree Completion
Agbonlahor

complete their education faster than domestic students. Since
international students are generally treated as a monolith in
research studies, the differences by student characteristics are
unknown. Student characteristics, including field of study,
gender, and race, are shown in the literature to be a factor in
doctoral time-to-degree. For doctoral students studying in a
country different from their home, these characteristics may
play a crucial role.
While multiple studies have explored the influence of financial
factors and employment outlook on U.S. doctoral students,
international doctoral students have not been the focus of any
available studies. Empirical studies have investigated the role
of finance in higher education based on Tinto’s (1975)
persistence model (Ampaw, 2010; St. John & Paulsen, 2002).
There is a consensus that a lack of financial support
significantly reduces the probability of completing the graduate
degree, particularly in a short time (Abedi & Benkin, 1987;
Gillingham, Seneca, & Taussig, 1991). These studies that have
focused at the individual student level do not consider the
divergent economic factors that work to impact international
doctoral student outcomes. These factors may cause students
from lower-income economies to experience challenges in the
doctoral process that are different for their counterparts from
high-income countries. This research study examines the
impact of divergent macroeconomic home country factors and
financial resources on international student’s time to degree
completion.
RATIONALE OF STUDY

This research study examines the impact of divergent home
country economic factors and financial resources on
international student’s time to degree completion. From the
international student perspective, the decision to pursue a
doctoral degree outside of their home country cannot be taken
lightly. In addition to the academic responsibilities, pursuing a
doctoral degree abroad often implies a lengthy break from the
workforce as well as a long period away from their family and
support groups in their home countries. Financing their doctoral
degree can also be challenging for most international students
even after receiving institutional support since they are unable
to receive other US-based financial aid and fellowships because
of immigration rules, which limit on-campus employment and
prohibit off-campus employment (Hazen & Alberts, 2006).
Thus, I used data from the Survey of Earned Doctorates (SED)
and World Bank country economic data to understand (1) the
effect of demographic characteristics, financial aid packages,
country-level economic factors, and institutional level variables
on international doctoral students’ time-to-degree completion
and (2) whether any differential effects on time to degree
completion exist by the student’s home country’s region and
income classification.
BACKGROUND LITERATURE ON DOCTORAL TIME-TODEGREE

Over the last three decades, researchers and policymakers have
demonstrated a sustained interest in different aspects of
doctoral education (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Council of
Graduate Studies 2008; Agbonlahor, Mendez & Bingham,
2021). These studies have discussed several critical issues
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

related to doctoral education including socialization (Austin,
2002); disciplinary/departmental culture (Lovitts, 2011);
attrition (Lovitts, 2001); financial aid (Ampaw & Jaeger; 2012;
Bowen & Rudenstine 1992); labor market outcomes
(Agbonlahor& Ampaw, 2021; Ampaw& Jaeger, 2012); and
supervisor relations (Baird, 1993). Time to the doctoral degree
for all students has been the focus of multiple studies, and I
discuss the literature by the various factors examined.
Previous research studies on graduate students and time to
degree completion have focused on student characteristics and
program factors that impact on the timely completion of the
doctoral degree. Men have been found to have a shorter time to
degree completion than women (Abedi & Benkin, 1987).
Seagram, Gould, and Pyke (1998) also found that more women
negatively experienced delays toward degree progress than
their male counterparts. Marital status and family
responsibilities increased the time it took to earn a doctorate
(Wilson, 1965). This result was confirmed by Siegfried and
Stock (2000), who found that childbearing lengthened the time
to degree considerably for women. Similarly, Abedi and Benkin
(1987) found that the number of dependents supported by the
doctoral student had an even greater impact on time to degree
than gender.
Student's age has also been included in most studies on time to
degree completion. However, the effect of age on degree
completion is not clear. Nettles and Millett (2006) found that
older students in their sample exhibited faster time to degree
completion, which is contrary to the study by Tuckman et al.
(1990), which found that younger students experienced faster
time to degree. Pressey (1962) found that students who
complete the degree at a younger age and with faster time to
degree completion were more likely to reap better professional
rewards.
Researchers have examined the effect of race and ethnicity on
doctoral program success, degree completion, and time to
degree completion. Nettles (1990) found that the interaction of
ethnic background, financial support and mentoring affected
the doctoral experience of the students (Nettles, 1990).
Similarly, Ellis (2001) found that race was a salient factor
impacting on mentoring, program environment, and research
and teaching. Rapoport (1999) study found that minority
students were more likely to have greater levels of loan debt
compared to their White and Asian counterparts. Nettles and
Millett (2006) found that the tendency for underrepresented
minorities to have lower GRE scores and undergraduate GPAs
makes them less competitive for the best research assistantships
and mentoring assignments in doctoral programs.
Program environment and disciplinary socialization also impact
on time to degree completion. Time to degree completion
differs greatly both within and across institutions by broad field
or discipline (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; NSF, 2009).
Research demonstrates that integration into the culture and
norms of the department are critical components for retention,
persistence, completion, and time to degree completion of
doctoral students (Ferrer de Valero, 2001; Gardner, 2009;
Girves & Wemmerus, 1988; Golde, 2000). Golde (2005) found
that the effects of discipline and department are inextricably
linked together in how the doctoral student interprets his or her

21

Journal of Graduate Education Research

Multilevel Analysis of Factors Predicting International Doctoral Students’ Time-To-Degree Completion
Agbonlahor

“fit” with the graduate program, which could impact time-todegree.
Academic performance and labor market outlook are also
related to the time of doctoral degree completion (Tuckman et
al. 1990). Siegfried and Stock (2000) found that when starting
salaries were higher, students in economics doctoral programs
completed degrees in less time. Also, students who planned to
pursue post-doctoral research appointments were likely to
complete their degress in a shorter time compared with students
who planned for non-academic positions (Abedi & Benkin,
1987; Agbonlahor et.al, 2021). This is likely because students
who planned to work outside of academia were more likely to
work outside the department during their studies while those
who planned for academic positions were more likely to work
as research or teaching assistants in the department, thus,
shortening their time-to-degree completion (Abedi & Benkin,
1987; Agbonlahor et.al, 2021).
Financial support, and particularly the research assistantship,
have been found to impact doctoral degree completion and time
to degree completion (Abedi & Benkin, 1987; Girves
&Wemmerus, 1988; Zhang 2019; Zhou & Okahana, 2016).
Abedi and Benkin (1987) showed that the source of financial
support during graduate school was important in predicting the
time to the doctorate. Girves and Wemmerus (1988) found
students employed as teaching assistants were likely to become
involved in their graduate programs and earn their degrees in
less time than those who were self-supporting but in more time
than research assistants. Similarly, Bowen and Rudenstine
(1992) found that students who funded their doctoral program
had lower completion rates and longer time-to-degree than their
institutional supported peers. The authors hypothesized that
students with full institutional support could devote more time
to their doctoral degrees compared to self-supporting students
who may have had to work part-time.
Ehrenberg and Marvos (1995) also observed completion rates
and mean time to degree completion were affected by different
types of student financial support. They also found that
financial support has a high degree of impact on doctoral degree
completion. They note that that having financial support was
more important than the type or form of financial support and
that for students using their own resources, were prone to
attrition and a longer time to degree completion than their
supported peers. Similarly, Siegfried and Stock (2000) found
that doctoral students who were supported by a combination of
fellowships and assistantships completed their programs in a
shorter time period than their peers who were supported by only
fellowships. It is crucial to understand how the type of financial
support received will impact on the time to the doctoral degree
from the international student context. Dongbin and Otts (2010)
investigated whether student loan amounts influenced time to
the doctoral degree and showed that except for the social
sciences, borrowing over $50,000 for study was a common
predictor of higher time to degree completion.
The literature on doctoral education has clearly shown the effect
of individual characteristics on time to a doctoral degree;
however all these research studies have used a sample made up
of mainly domestic students in their analyses. Little is known
as whether these factors affect international students in the same
way. It is especially important in terms of funding the degree to
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

understand how different sources of financial support can
impact students coming from countries with varying economic
conditions (Agbonlahor & Ampaw, 2021). Using a census
sample of international students who graduated with research
doctorates from United States higher education institutions, I
examined the effects of financial aid and home-country
economic indicators on international student’s time-to-degree
completion. I used multiple regression analysis and hierarchical
linear modeling to disaggregate the results based on the
students’ home countries’ geographical regions and income
classifications as designated by the World Bank.
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Human capital serves as the theoretical basis for our study.
Economists and higher education researchers have used the
theory to explain how and why individuals decide to invest in
higher education (Becker, 1964). I constructed a conceptual
framework that assumes opportunity costs affect student
decisions, which in turn impacts time to degree completion,
broadly speaking, an individual chooses to invest more in
higher education when the expected future benefits exceed the
expected cost (Becker, 1964).
From an economic perspective, a student’s decision to pursue a
doctoral degree involves present costs in the form of
opportunities foregone while the student pursues the doctorate.
International doctoral students choose to pursue foreign higher
education in anticipation of the intrinsic and extrinsic benefits
they expect from the investment. Extrinsic benefits from
education, are the future earnings individuals expect to receive
as they use their education in economic activity (Becker, 1962).
Expected future earnings are the sum of earnings over a
lifetime, with future years discounted to reflect present-day
values. In the case of international students, expected earnings
include higher median earnings of doctoral recipients’ in the
United States through the possible transition into the U.S. labor
market after graduation and earnings of doctorate holders in the
home country.
The extrinsic costs of foreign doctoral education include the
tuition and fees paid to attain the education, plus the opportunity
costs, which are the earnings the student forfeited upon
undertaking full-time education (Ampaw, 2010). Financial aid
subsidizes extrinsic costs, but depending on the type and nature
of the funding, the time to degree could be negatively or
positively affected. For example, students holding teaching
assistantships spend less time on degree-related activities and
may have a longer time-to-degree than those with research
assistantships (Girves & Wemmerus, 1988). As financial cost
increases, incentives are created to complete the program as
quickly as possible, and time to degree decreases (Tuckman
et.al, 1990). Because they offset some of the income lost from
non-participation in the formal labor market, financial aid in the
form of fellowships, grants, and assistantships may reduce the
opportunity costs of pursuing the doctorate (National Research
Council, 1990).
Similarly, each variable in the conceptual model can be
examined within the opportunity-cost framework. Societal
norms place primary care responsibility on women, and thus,
married women with dependents may have a longer time to
degree completion. For example, as the number of dependents
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increases, the amount of time the student may spend with their
family also increases, causing time to degree completion to rise.
The effect of the type of undergraduate education on time to
degree completion is not as straightforward. International
students who studied in the United States may be better
prepared for graduate school, reducing adjustment time and the
cost of pursuing the doctorate and resulting in faster progress to
the degree. In addition, the quality of the doctoral institution
may impact on time to degree. Academic discipline is included
in the model because their fields have peculiar research norms
and standards that impact time to degree.
Similarly, the economic factors can be examined from the
opportunity cost framework. Higher U.S. faculty salaries may

lead students to work faster on their dissertations to get these
positions. On the other hand, if the market is competitive while
salaries are high, students may spend more time working to
publish high-quality positions to compete for these positions.
Wages of advanced degree holders in the home country are
included in the model as wages forgone during the time the
student completes the degree in the United States. Higher wages
will imply a higher opportunity cost and students will
experience a shorter time to degree completion. Higher
unemployment rates in the home country may lead to increased
time to degree for students as they may stay longer in the
programs with hopes of obtaining a U.S. position before
graduating.

Figure 1
Conceptual Framework
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RESEARCH METHODS
DATA SOURCES

For international students, time-to-degree completion is the
result of individual characteristics, and the interaction between
the doctoral recipient, the academic discipline, and the
economic conditions of their countries. Hence, time-to-degree
completion ought to be studied within the multi-level context in
which it exists. Four data sets – Survey of Earned Doctorates
from NSF, the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data
System (IPEDS) from NCES, World Bank data, and the
National Faculty Salary Survey, are incorporated to clarify the
relationship between financial aid factors and home country
macroeconomic conditions on time to doctorate degree
completion of international students.
The primary data for the research is obtained from the Survey
of Earned Doctorates (SED). The SED is a nationally prepared,
institutionally administered survey of all doctorate recipients in
the United States. This study will include every non-US citizen
on a student visa who received a first research doctorate from
U.S. academic institutions between July 1, 2011, and June 30,
2016. Given that the SED offers census data, it is not necessary
to conduct any statistical techniques to adjust for sampling error
or design effect.
The second data source is the Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System (IPEDS) developed and maintained by
the U.S. Department of Education's National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES) in 1980. Institutional level
variables are derived from the Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System database which offers institutional
structural characteristics (institutional size or Carnegie
classification) and racial/ethnic composition of the field of
study.
This study also uses World Bank data which provides the home
country macroeconomic variables such as GDP and
unemployment rates. The World Bank uses aggregation rules
that are intended to yield estimates for a consistent set of
economies from one period to the next and for all indicators.
Aggregates are based on the World Bank’s regional and income
classification of countries (The World Bank, 2018). Data from
the World Bank is for the period 2010 through 2015, which
represents the median time to degree completion for the
students and the covers the period when they were enrolled in
their degrees. This will capture how macroeconomic conditions
in their home countries impacted on their time to degree
completion and their subsequent labor market choices.
Finally, this study used data from the National Faculty Salary
Survey, which provides information on the median U.S.
assistant professor salary in the different fields as a proxy for
expected earnings. The country of origin in the SED was used
to match the world bank data while the field of study also
contained in the SED was used to match the NFS data.
ANALYTICAL METHOD

The analysis began with multiple regression analysis to
examine the relationship between time to degree and student
characteristics, institutional variables, and economic conditions
of the home country. Since international doctoral students are
nested within the field of study and also within countries, this
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

study uses Hierarchical linear models (HLM) to assess the
estimates of the effects of level-3 variables (home country) on
level-2 variables (field) on the student level outcome of time to
degree (Thomas, 2000). The dependent variable, time to
doctorate degree, measures the elapsed time from entry into the
doctoral program through completion of the doctorate. The
independent variables are categorized into five groups:
demographic, academic, financial, external responsibilities, and
economic conditions.
These variables include gender, age, and first-generation status
(neither parent attained a bachelor's degree). Doctoral students
vary in the amount of family responsibilities they hold during
their pursuit of the degree so marital status, dependents in home
country and dependents in the U.S. were included in the
analysis. Financial aid variables include loans, assistantships,
U.S. awarded grants and fellowships and scholarships from
home country. Loans for graduate education were combined
and grouped into three categories based on frequency
distribution – No loans, Debt less than $20,000 and Debt more
than $20,000.
Institutional level variables include the Carnegie classification
(research intensive or extensive) and institutional size (small,
medium, and large institutions). Carnegie classification is a
dichotomous variable that refers to whether the institution is
research extensive or research intensive. To control for any
unobserved effects of the field of study time-to-degree, the
analysis will include the department the student graduated from.
The departments will be coded into seven categories –
Biological Sciences, Engineering, Physical Sciences, Social
sciences, Humanities, Education, and Business. The salary of
US assistant professor was the main field level variable and
served as a proxy for expected earnings in the US after degree
completion.
Home country region classification will follow the World Bank
(2017) categorization, which falls into six broad categories –
Europe and Central Asia, East Asia and the Pacific, Latin
America and the Caribbean, Middle East and North America,
North America, South Asia and Sub-saharan Africa. The
analysis was conducted by region and income classification.
Country-level variables used included the per capita GDP,
unemployment rates, and monthly earnings of advanced degree
holders.

RESEARCH FINDINGS
DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS

Table 1 and 2 presents the descriptive statistics for the variables
in the model. The initial sample consisted of 63% men and 37%
women. The average age at which international doctoral
students completed their degree over the study period was 32
years old. The average time to degree completion was 5.658
years, with the maximum being 11 years. Average GNI per
capita of the home countries was $17,867, with the wealthiest
country having $121,016. The mean wages of individuals with
advanced degrees (professionals) from the home country was
$15,247 which is sharply lower than the mean of U.S. faculty
salaries, $67,099.

24

Journal of Graduate Education Research

Multilevel Analysis of Factors Predicting International Doctoral Students’ Time-To-Degree Completion
Agbonlahor

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for Categorical Variables
Variable
Gender
Parents Education
Region

Economy

Prior Academic Experience
U.S. Bachelors
U.S. Masters
Academic Disciplines

Family/External Responsibilities
Single
Dependents
Program Characteristics
Prerequisite Master’s degree for doctoral Program
Financial Resources
Primary Support

Full tuition remission
Graduate level debt
Secondary support
Institutional Variables
Carnegie classification
Institutional size

Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

Male
Female
First generation
Bachelor’s degree
Graduate School
Europe and Central Asia
East Asia and Pacific
Latin America & the Caribbean
Middle East & North Africa
North America
South Asia
Sub-Saharan Africa
High Income
Upper-Middle-Income
Lower-Middle-Income
Low-Income

Percent
62.7
37.2
38.2
30.9
30.9
12.9
46.7
7.2
8.79
3.14
17.9
3.3
24.7
50.8
22.1
2.5

No
Yes
No
Yes
Biological Sciences
Engineering
Physical Sciences
Social Sciences
Humanities
Education
Business Management
Non-classified

91.2
8.8
40.2
59.0
18.3
29.3
25.2
11.3
4.6
3.5
3.7
4.1

No
Yes
No
Yes

56.7
43.4
72.1
27.9

No
Yes

77.3
22.7

Fellowship/grants/scholarships
Research Assistantship
Teaching Assistantship
Foreign Government
Others (savings, loans)
No
Yes
No loans
Loans less than $20,000
Loans more than $20,000
No
Yes

20.8
46.9
22.8
4.3
5.2
31.1
68.9
31.1
68.9
9.7
16.1
83.9

Research Intensive
Research Extensive
Small
Medium
Large

4.5
95.5
5.1
12.6
82.3
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Table 3 presents the results of the average time-to-degree
completion by across home country classifications. Students
from high-income countries took the longest to complete their
degrees (5.82 years), followed by students from lower-middleincome countries (5.62 years), and low-income countries (5.49
years). Students from Upper middle-income countries took the
least amount of time to complete their degrees (5.43). It is
noteworthy that there is not much variation amongst mean timeto-degree completion for international students compared with
studies on domestic students which show wide variations
because of visa and duration of stay limitations placed on
international students. As expected, students in the humanities
took the longest to complete their degrees (6.75 years) across
all economies. Of all the students in the humanities, those from
lower-middle-income countries took the longest time to
complete their degrees (6.82 years) while those from lowincome countries took the shortest time (6.17 years). Students
in Engineering took the shortest time to complete their degrees
(5.25 years) across all economies.
In terms of financial support, those who were supported by a
foreign government/entity took the least time to complete their
degree across all economies (5.27 years), with students from
lower-middle-income countries have the shortest time-todegree completion (5.06 years) and those from low-income
countries taking the longest time to complete their degree.
Those who were self-supporting through a mixture of personal
savings, spouse/family income, and internships took the longest
time to complete their degrees (6.14 years), with students from
high-income countries taking the longest time (6.29 years) in
this category.
MULTIPLE REGRESSION MODELS

Table 4 presents the results of the multiple regression analysis
of time-to-degree completion with three separate models. The
first being a general model of TTD, the second model adds
institutional controls of tuition, institutional size, and Carnegie
classification (research extensive/research intensive), and the
final model including the economic conditions in the home
countries (wages of professionals, GNI per capita, and
unemployment rates) and U.S. faculty salaries. In the initial
model, women, older students, married women and first-

generation college going students took significantly more time
to complete their degrees than their counterparts. Married
Compared with students from Europe and Central Asia,
students from Latin America and the Caribbean and SubSaharan took significantly less time to complete their degrees.
Students who obtained their bachelor’s or Master’s in the
United States took significantly more time to complete their
degrees than their counterparts who obtained foreign degrees.
Compared with students in the Social Sciences, students in the
Biological Sciences, Engineering and Education took
significantly less time to complete their degrees. Those who
received secondary support and those who were supported by
teaching assistantships took significantly more time to complete
their degrees. Whereas those supported by a foreign
government, those who received full tuition remission, and
those who financed their graduate education with debt of more
than $20,000) took significantly less time to complete their
degrees.
After adding the institutional controls, all the variables maintain
their significance and direction of effect except for teaching
assistantships and physical sciences. After controlling for
institutional factors, teaching assistantships loses its
significance, implying that those who received teaching
assistantships were not significantly different from those who
were self-supporting in terms of time-to-degree completion.
Similarly, students in the Physical sciences are not significantly
different from those in the social sciences, implying that
obtaining a doctoral degree in the physical sciences did not
necessarily shorten or lengthen the time to degree completion
compared with their counterparts in the social sciences. Two of
the institutional controls are positive significant predictors of
time-to-degree completion. Higher tuition and attending a
research extensive institution are related to longer time to
degree completion. It is noteworthy that after adding the
economic variables, the regional significance disappears,
because of the relationship between the economic variables and
the regions, which makes it necessary to utilize a hierarchical
linear model to control for the within-region effects, that are not
captured in the multiple regression. The HLM model provides
the between field and within-region (country effects) and their
relationship on the individual variables.

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics of Continuous Variables
Variable
Time-to-degree compl.etion
Age
Out-of-state graduate tuition
GNI per capita
Wages
Unemployment
US Faculty Salary

Mean
5.581
32.22
$24,838.18
$17,867.15
$15,247.53
7.82
$67,099.18
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Standard
Deviation
1.420
4.66
$9,374.19
$13,764.00
$13,514.34
6.29
$9,455.80

Minimum
1
18
0.00
$700.00
$1,377.168
1.50
$54,671.00

Maximum
11
70
$46,000.00
$121,016.00
$81,307.53
47.52
$107,066.00
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Table 3
Average Time-to-Degree Completion by Individual, Institutional, and Field Variables Across Home Country Classifications

Gender
Region

Parents Education
US bachelor degree
US master’s degree
Secondary support
Carnegie
classification
Discipline

Financial Support

High Income

UpperMiddleIncome

LowerMiddleIncome

Low-Income

Total

Male
Female
Europe and Central Asia
East Asia and Pacific
Latin America and the Caribbean
Middle East and North Africa
North America
South Asia
Sub-Saharan Africa
First generation
Continuing generation
No
Yes
No
Yes
No
Yes

5.734
5.958
5.805
5.859
5.808
5.427
5.985
5.818
5.825
5.806
6.036
5.537
6.069
5.500
5.876

5.361
5.538
5.742
5.396
5.825
4.987
5.875
5.364
5.49
5.415
5.751
5.134
5.644
5.222
5.470

5.580
5.690
5.580
5.699
5.781
5.071
5.670
5.370
5.461
5.670
5.607
5.821
5.359
5.821
5.407
5.667

5.470
5.580
5.545
5.659
5.871
5.459
5.505
5.439
5.58
5.471
5.591
5.175
5.675
5.266
5.557

5.513
5.695
5.776
5.513
5.820
5.099
5.985
5.655
5.449
5.494
5.64
5.558
5.877
5.309
5.807
5.337
5.627

Research Intensive
Research Extensive
Biological Sciences
Engineering
Physical Sciences
Social Sciences
Humanities
Education
Business Management
Non-classified
Fellowship/grants/scholarships
Research Assistantship
Teaching Assistantship
Foreign Government
Other Sources
Total

5.804
5.823
5.692
5.437
5.652
6.081
6.765
5.726
5.364
5.598
5.888
5.578
6.024
5.414
6.286
5.823

5.525
5.426
5.502
5.086
5.525
5.950
6.717
5.728
5.296
5.310
5.557
5.305
5.604
5.171
6.060
5.430

5.509
5.628
5.584
5.457
5.758
5.970
6.821
5.476
5.396
5.412
5.556
5.560
5.777
5.064
5.933
5.621

5.176
5.529
5.428
5.187
5.633
5.669
6.170
5.650
5.325
5.187
5.354
5.369
5.708
5.516
5.693
5.498

5.586
5.580
5.578
5.248
5.609
6.009
6.750
5.698
5.347
5.439
5.681
5.422
5.753
5.267
6.143
5.581
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Table 4
Multiple Regression Results of Time-To-Degree Completion
Model

Initial Model

Model with institutional
controls

Model including economic
conditions

Variable

β

SE

β

SE

β

SE

0.000
0.106***
-0.098***
0.178***
-0.007
0.102***
-0.053
-0.188***
-0.449***
0.018
0.083**
-0.627***

0.029
0.002
0.025
0.037
0.023
0.011
0.029
0.042
0.039
0.056
0.034
0.056

0.046
0.105***
-0.138***
0.112
0.103**
0.099***
-0.119**
-0.196**
-0.491***
-0.077
0.130
-0.348***

0.060
0.005
0.038
0.077
0.048
0.023
0.057
0.083
0.078
0.105
0.067
0.118

0.058
0.108***
-0.152
0.015
0.020
0.054
-0.027
-0.111
0.824
-0.092
0.174
-0.061

0.146
0.011
0.129
0.184
0.128
0.054
0.218
0.145
0.508
0.135
0.364
0.375

0.189***
0.511***
-0.159***

0.035
0.019
0.021

0.179***
0.337***
-0.140***

0.071
0.038
0.045

0.064
0.430***
-0.249

0.131
0.100
0.110

-0.101***
-0.196***
0.073***
0.638***
-0.210***
0.510***

0.033
0.030
0.030
0.045
0.049
0.049

-0.090
-0.221***
0.002
0.751***
0.005
-0.441***

0.065
0.064
0.060
0.087
0.109
0.080

-0.116
-0.306
-0.006
0.673***
-0.759***
-1.042**

0.155
0.173
0.142
0.179
0.285
0.466

0.258***
0.019
0.046
0.111**
-0.246***
-0.168***
0.087***
-0.107***

0.025
0.044
0.044
0.044
0.056
0.021
0.027
0.031

0.200***
-0.183
-0.092
-0.122
-0.390***
-0.129***
0.061
-0.146***

0.055
0.111
0.109
0.110
0.157
0.044
0.058
0.067

0.236
0.053
-0.018
-0.191
-0.478
-0.339***
0.131
0.085

0.166
0.231
0.236
0.230
0.370
0.105
0.135
0.167

0.142***
0.269**
-0.057

0.040
0.121
0.050

0.025
0.417
-0.154

0.096
0.274
0.111

0.182**
0.022
0.170
-0.033

0.114
0.143
0.822
0.017

Student Characteristics
Single women
Age
Married men
Married women
Dependents
First generation
East Asia and Pacific
Latin America & the Caribbean
Middle East & North Africa
North America
South Asia
Sub-Saharan Africa
Prior Educational Experience
U.S. Bachelor’s degree
U.S. master’s degree
Masters Prerequisite
Academic Discipline
Biological Sciences
Engineering
Physical Sciences
Humanities
Education
Business Management
Financial Support
Secondary support
Fellowship/grants/scholarships
Research Assistantship
Teaching Assistantship
Foreign Government
Full tuition remission
Graduate debt less than $20,000
Graduate debt more than $20,000
Institutional Characteristics
Logged Tuition
Research extensive
Size
Economic Factors
Logged GNI per capita
Logged wages in home country
logged U.S. salary in the field
Unemployment rates in the home country
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HLM ANALYSIS

To examine whether significant results exist in the time-todegree completion by country, field, and individual level, the
HLM modeling was further conducted. The HLM technique
requires the dataset to be balanced, wages and unemployment
rates in the home country are not included because the World
Bank did not provide estimates for low-income countries and a
number of lower middle-income countries. After controlling for
the country-level and field level, the HLM results presented in
Table 5 shows that compared with single men, married men
took significantly shorter times to complete their degrees while
married women had significantly longer time to doctorate
degree completion. Older students took significantly longer
than younger students to complete their degrees. The same is
true of first-generation college-going students (B=0.101,
ρ<0.001). Those who obtained their Bachelors or Masters
degree in the United States took about half a year longer than
their counterparts who obtained those degrees abroad.
However, recipients who graduated from programs requiring a

master’s degree as a prerequisite for admission took
significantly less time to complete their degree.
Regarding financial support, doctoral recipients who had
secondary support also took significantly longer to complete
their degrees compared with their peers with only one source of
funding. Recipients with foreign government funding and those
who had full tuition remissions took significantly less time to
complete their degrees. Compared with recipients with no
loans, a debt of less than $20,000 significantly increased the
time to degree completion while debt of more than $20,000
significantly reduced time to degree completion. Doctoral
recipients who graduated from research extensive institutions
(B=0.279, ρ<0.001) took significantly more time than their
counterparts who graduated from research-intensive
institutions.
Separate analyses were also run for the various country income
classifications to determine whether there were any unique
differences for international students originating from those
regions.

Table 5
HLM Results of International Doctoral Students Time-To-Degree Completion
Variable

β

SE

Single women

0.024

0.029

Married men

-0.072***

0.025

Married women

0.153***

0.037

Dependents

-0.016

0.023

Age

0.111***

0.002

U.S. Bachelor’s degree

0.219***

0.036

U.S. Master’s degree

0.500***

0.019

Masters Prerequisite

-0.133***

0.021

Secondary support

0.246***

0.025

Fellowship/grants/scholarships

-0.011

0.044

Research Assistantship

0.030

0.043

Teaching Assistantship

0.070

0.044

Foreign Government

-0.301***

0.057

Full tuition remission

-0.170***

0.021

Graduate debt less than $20,000

0.085***

0.027

Graduate debt more than $20,000

-0.100***

0.031

Research Extensive

0.279***

0.046

Intercept

1.025**

0.163

0.001**

0.001

Logged GNI per capita

0.080**

0.000

Intra-class correlation

3.5%

Reliability

0.32

Student level variables

Field level variables
Logged U.S. Faculty salaries
Country-level variables
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Table 6
Multiple Regression Results of Time-To-Degree Completion by Home Country Classifications
Model

High-Income

Upper Middle-Income

Lower Middle-Income

Low-Income

Variable

β

SE

β

SE

β

SE

β

SE

Single women
Age

0.087
0.125***

0.120
0.010

-0.033
0.085***

0.138
0.013

0.033
0.085**

0.138
0.013

-0.079
0.075**

0.272
0.013

Married men
Married women

-0.029
0.079

0.107
0.152

0.089
0.091

0.109
0.178

-0.089
0.091

0.109
0.178

-0.098
0.250

0.172
0.327

Dependents
First generation
Prior Educational
Experience

-0.041
0.119***

0.099
0.043

-0.064
0.187***

0.115
0.055

-0.064
0.187***

0.115
0.055

-0.040
0.165**

0.147
0.082

U.S. Bachelor’s degree
U.S. Master’s degree

0.238**
0.349***

0.118
0.078

0.229
0.305***

0.168
0.090

0.229
0.305***

0.168
0.090

0.354
0.475**

0.193
0.142

Masters prerequisite
Academic Discipline

-0.167

0.090

0.061

0.094

0.061

0.094

-0.089

0.126

Biological Sciences
Engineering

0.054
-0.084

0.128
0.130

-0.352***
-0.060

0.155
0.153

0.352**
0.060

0.150
0.155

-0.165
-0.215

0.200
0.212

Physical Sciences
Humanities

0.091
0.813***

0.118
0.118

0.463***
0.445***

0.312
0.320

0.463***
1.004***

0.152
0.312

0.228
0.273

0.191
0.342

Education
Business Management

-0.454***
-0.559***

0.194
0.152

0.097
-0.318***

0.215
0.116

0.210
-0.318

0.320
0.214

-0.079
0.197

0.284
0.440

Secondary support

0.047

0.126

0.129***

0.253

0.129

0.116

0.338**

0.144

Fellowship/grants/scholarships
Research Assistantship

-0.262
-0.367**

0.179
0.182

-0.412
0.123

0.244
0.245

-0.412
-0.123

0.253
0.243

-0.334
-0.031

0.291
0.287

Teaching Assistantship
Foreign Government

-0.265
-0.547**

0.178
0.267

-0.228
-0.796**

0.390
0.104

-0.228
-0.796***

0.244
0.389

0.126
0.332

0.282
0.047

Full tuition remission
Graduate debt less than $20,000

-0.278***
0.074

0.085
0.114

-0.068
0.164

0.118
0.171

-0.068
0.164

0.103
0.118

-0.080
0.070

0.131
0.145

Graduate debt more than $20,000
Institutional
Characteristics

-0.466***

0.124

0.522***

0.103

0.522***

0.171

0.538**

0.216

Logged tuition
Research extensive

0.024
0.809***

0.086
0.290

0.243***
-0.067

0.208
0.123

0.243**
-0.067

0.103
0.208

-0.750**

0.236

Large institution

-0.005

0.094

-0.261**

0.069

-0.261**

0.123

-

-

Student Characteristics

Financial Support

ANALYSIS BY HOME COUNTRY INCOME CLASSIFICATION

LIMITATIONS

Analyses for the four home country classifications (high, upper
middle, lower middle and low) show that the increased time to
degree effects persist for older and first generation students. For
high-income countries, students receiving funding via research
assistantships, foreign governments, full tuition remissions and
debt over $20,000 took significantly less time to complete their
degree. Students from Upper-midlle income and low income
countries who received secondary support in addition to their
primary sources took significantly longer times to complete
their degree than their counterparts who only had one source of
funding.

The methodology employed for this study has several
limitations. First, this research was limited by the self-report
nature of the SED dataset. Secondly, the study excluded several
other components that impact on time to doctoral degree,
including peer socialization and student-advisor relationship.
The literature has shown that socialization and relationship with
faculty are crucial variables impacting doctoral students. This
study however does not incorporate faculty or administrative
perceptions about the policies and procedures of the academic
program or the institution or any other departmental variables
that define the unique characteristics of the faculty who provide
doctoral education and mentor students. It also does not include
cultural factors that could impede the progress of the doctorate
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for international students such as language barriers and social
capital. Finally, this study conducted statistical analysis on a
national dataset and the results will reveal national trends and
implications and not factors that may impact on institutionspecific or program-specific time-to-degree completion. While
the analysis will include many institutional factors that are
similar across the US, results may still differ across institutions.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of financial
aid and home-country macroeconomic indicators on
international doctoral student’s time-to-degree completion. By
conducting multiple regression analysis across economies and
Hierarchical Linear Modelling (HLM) analysis, it was possible
to compare the unique and common factors impacting
international doctoral recipients in the United States.
The results of the multivariate analysis and the HLM showed
that females took longer to complete their degree than their
male counterparts. This is consistent with studies over the last
two decades that have shown time differences between
domestic male and female doctoral recipients (Abedi & Benkin,
1987; Berg & Ferber, 1983; Maher, Ford, & Thompson, 2004).
Siegfried and Stock (2000) found that having children was the
cause of lengthened time to degree for domestic women.
However, this study on international doctoral recipients found
that marital status, and having dependents had no significant
impact on time to degree completion. According to the Nettles
(1990) study, the difference lies more in the nature of financial
assistance they received during graduate school, with women
being less likely to receive fellowships, fellowships or more
time-saving forms of financial support. The difference may also
be as a result of women graduating from programs that have
longer time-to-degree completion rates. However, when
divided by income classifications of the home country, the
results show that except for high-income countries, all other
women took significantly longer than their male counterparts.
I found that older international students took longer to complete
their degrees. This is consistent with the Tuckman, Coyle, and
Bae (1990) study and the Dongbin and Otts (2010) study which
also found that younger domestic students exhibit faster timeto-degree completion but contrary to the Nettles and Millet
(2006) study which found that older students finished faster. In
this study, I found age to be a positive significant predictor of
time to degree completion for recipients from high-income and
upper-middle-income countries. That is, older students from
high and upper-middle-income countries took longer to
complete their degrees. On the other hand, age is a nonsignificant predictor of time to degree completion for doctoral
recipients from lower middle-income and low-income
countries.
Amongst the regions, the results of the multivariate analysis
found no significant difference between doctoral recipients
from East Asia and the Pacific and Europe and Central Asia.
However, compared to European and Central Asian recipients,
students from Latin America and the Caribbean, the Middle
East and North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa took
significantly less time to complete their degrees. While there
are significant wealth differences within regions, the HLM
results and the results by home country classification show that
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

international doctoral student performance could be affected by
conditions of their country of origin. Most of the countries in
Sub-Saharan Africa as well as in the MENA region fall in the
Lower middle and low-income category, with only a few in the
upper-middle-income category. Students from less privileged
countries might feel the need to complete their degrees in a
shorter period, so as to quickly join the labor force. Unlike their
counterparts from wealthier countries, the cost (opportunity
cost and actual financial cost) might be too high for them to
spend the same length of time completing their degrees.
Finally, I found that first-generation college-going students
took a significantly longer time in completing their degrees.
Other studies using domestic students (Dongbin & Otts, 2010)
have found a similar result. The academic and social struggles
of first-generation students at both the undergraduate and
graduate level are well documented in the literature, and they
have often been found to underperform compared with their
peers from continuing generations. It is thus not surprising to
find the same results to be true for the international population.
However, in the sub-analysis, I found this to be true for only
first-generation college-going students from high-income and
lower-middle-income countries. That is, first generation
recipients from high-income countries took significantly longer
to complete their degrees than continuing generation recipients
from high-income countries. Doctoral recipients from uppermiddle-income and low-income did not differ from their peers
with college-educated parents.
A limitation of this study is that the SED did not provide
GRE/GMAT or TOEFL scores. However, it did contain
academic information relevant to their success in the United
States. In this study, I found that international students who
obtained their bachelor’s or master’s degrees in the United
States took significantly longer than their peers who obtained a
foreign degree. However, in the sub-analysis, having a U.S.
bachelor’s degree only increased time to degree for highincome countries. For all other countries, having a U.S.
bachelor’s did not significantly impact on time to degree
completion. Obtaining a U.S. master’s degree was the only
variable significant across all classifications of home countries
– obtaining a master’s degree in the United States increased the
time to degree completion in high-income, upper-middleincome, lower-middle-income, and low-income countries.
With respect to academic disciplines, the HLM results show
that there are significant differences by field. The logged of
faculty salaries by field is a positive predictor of time to degree,
implying that higher salaries increase the time to degree
completion. It could be that higher salaries, may make the
market more competitive and doctoral students may take longer
to publish more articles and write higher quality dissertations to
obtain these positions. From the multiple regression results, I
found that compared to recipients of social science doctorate
degrees, recipients in the Biological Sciences, Engineering, and
Education took a significantly shorter time to complete their
degree. On the other hand, the physical sciences, humanities,
and business management fields increased the time to degree
completion. These results differ by home country classification.
For example, for upper-middle-income countries, recipients in
the STEM fields (Biological Sciences, Engineering, and
Physical sciences) from upper-middle-income countries took
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significantly shorter time while recipients in the humanities
took significantly longer time compared with the counterparts
in the social sciences. For low-income countries, none of the
fields were significantly different from the social sciences, in
terms of completion time. That is, low-income recipients did
not differ in time to degree regardless of the fields they
graduated from.
Financial resources have consistently been shown to be an
important factor affecting doctoral time to degree completion
(Ampaw & Jaeger, 2010; Dongbin & Otts, 2010). Ehrenberg
and Marvos (1995) found that mean time to degree completion
were affected by different types of student financial support and
that students using their own resources, took a longer time to
complete their degrees than their supported peers. The literature
has demonstrated that a research assistantship will reduce time
to degree completion while a teaching assistantship prolongs
time to degree completion (Abedi & Benkin, 1987; Ehrenberg
& Marvos, 1995; Girves &Wemmerus, 1988).
The results of this study on international doctoral students are
contrary to these findings. Although the results from the initial
multivariate analysis show that teaching assistantships
significantly increased the time to degree completion, when I
control for institutional characteristics, and economic variables,
I find that neither the teaching assistantship nor research
assistantship significantly impacts on time to degree
completion. What matters for international doctoral student
time to degree completion is foreign government assistance and
full tuition remissions. For international doctoral recipients,
foreign aid and full tuition remissions significantly reduce time
to degree completion. Foreign aid is the only financial variable
to reduce time to degree in all economies. In the sub-analysis,
full tuition remission reduces time to degree completion only
amongst high-income country recipients. That is, students who
received full tuition remissions in upper-middle-income
countries, for example, did not necessarily experience
significantly shorter time than their peers from other uppermiddle-income countries but experienced a significantly shorter
time to completion than their peers from other economies.
It is interesting that research assistantships do not significantly
reduce time to degree completion for international doctoral
recipients. Most of the research on time to degree have found
research assistantship to reduce time to degree primarily
through its effect on socialization within the department (Girves
& Wemmerus, 1988). Generally, doctoral students may not
always be effectively socialized into their academic and
professional careers (Austin, 2009; Bieber & Worley, 2006).
However, international doctoral students may even be less
socialized than their domestic counterparts. Some studies (Eley,
Wellington, Pitts, & Biggs, 2012; Weidman et al., 2001) have
stated that many faculty members find it difficult to deal with
the cultural differences that arise in interactions with
international students and rather focus on academic matters
instead of professional socialization. As a result, some
international students rely more exclusively on their peers for
assistance with problems of adapting to US academic life and
culture (Eley, Wellington, Pitts, & Biggs, 2012; Ku, Lahman,
Yeh, & Cheng, 2008; Weidman et al., 2001).
The difference in the results for the different types of funding
compared to domestic students show that from the international
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

students’ point of view, even a “fully-funded” Ph.D. can still be
very expensive, especially due to the hidden costs that most
U.S. doctoral programs entail. Foreign government aid is
usually “free money” given to their citizens, covering and
exceeding most of their expenses with no responsibility for
teaching or research.. Students receiving full tuition remissions
and foreign aid (that likely cover all their expenses) differ in
time to degree from those who are self-supporting likely
because these forms of funding are more supportive of the needs
of the international doctoral students. On the other hand,
research assistantships that do not cover all the students’
expenses may still leave the student struggling financially,
given that international doctoral students are limited in their
work options in the U.S. due to visa constraints. In addition, I
find that graduate debt of less than $20,000 to significantly
increase the time to degree completion but debt of more than
$20,000 significantly reduced time to degree completion. This
is consistent with the results from Dongbin & Otts (2010) study,
which found that loans between $20,001-$50,000 and greater
than $50,000 were negatively associated with time to degree
completion.
Siegfried and Stock (2000) found that economics doctoral
students who were supported by combination of fellowships
and assistantships completed their programs in a shorter time
period than students who were supported by only fellowships.
This is contrary to the findings of this study. I found that
international doctoral students who had secondary support in
addition to their primary source of funding took significantly
longer than their counterparts with single sources of funding.
For international doctoral recipients, the responsibilities of two
different source of funding increased time to degree
completion.
This study showed that economic factors in the host country do
affect time to degree completion. Because the World Bank only
provides wages and unemployment rates for high-income and
very few upper middle and lower-income countries, the results
of the multiple regression do not include low-income countries.
From the multiple regression, the economic factors do not
appear significant for time to degree completion for highincome and upper-middle-income recipients. However, in the
HLM results, including GNI per capita, which has complete
data for all countries in the study, and U.S. faculty salaries by
field, I found both to be positive significant predictors of time
to degree completion. That is, recipients from wealthier
countries took significantly more time to complete their
degrees. This is in line with the Human Capital Theory.
Recipients with lower financial costs and opportunity costs can
afford to take longer to complete their degrees than their
counterparts from poorer economies with higher opportunity
cost and financial implications due to more costly exchange rate
differences. Recipients in fields with higher salaries also took
significantly longer to complete their degree. That is, higher
expected benefits, may motivate students to increase their
research productivity, and remain longer in their doctoral
programs to obtain better job opportunities after graduation.
The results presented a comprehensive look at financial aid
sources and their effects on time to doctoral degree completion
for international recipients. Although the importance of
research assistantships has been identified in previous studies
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on domestic students (Abedi & Benkin, 1987; Ehrenberg &
Marvos, 1995; Girves &Wemmerus,1988), the results of the
study have highlighted the role of foreign aid in reducing time
to degree for international doctoral recipients. Data for the
study shows that while 47% of the students were supported by
research assistantships, only about 5% received foreign aid.
Foreign aid reduces time to degree compared to other sources
because it usually does not come with any responsibilities for
teaching and research. While teaching and research are
invaluable components of graduate school training and are used
by most institutions and doctoral programs to balance the
training needs of the students with the instructional needs of the
department, international students may still struggle because
even a fully funded assistantship may still be very expensive
due to uncovered additional and sometimes intrinsic costs.
Tuition remissions were also found to significantly reduce time
to degree completion while fellowships and assistantships had
non-significant effects on time to degree completion.
IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

This investigation provides several important implications and
directions for future research. The major limitation of the study
was the exclusion of several important variables that were not
contained in the SED dataset. The study is missing important
variables such as TOEFL/GRE/GMAT and GPA scores and
Language barriers, which often pose difficulties to those with a
foreign first language, especially at the dissertation writing
stage. In addition, this study only includes completers. Future
research should employ the study’s theoretical framework in
examining how these issues impact on retention across the three
stages of doctoral education: transition, development, and
research. Future research should also examine how race and
ethnicity and other interaction terms within the regions and
economies examined in this study impact on time to degree
completion. For example, the analysis should consider if White
students from high-income countries like Canada differ from
Black students from Canada. Finally, longitudinal data that
tracks a sample of international doctoral recipients both in the
United States and when they return home should be developed.
This will provide a richer and deeper analysis of their
transitions, career development, and life outcomes.
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ABSTRACT
To meet the needs of diverse population of students, online classes in
higher education started to proliferate in recent decades. Increase in
enrollment in online courses required U.S. higher education institutions
to employ teaching assistants, including international teaching assistants
(ITAs) to teach a variety of undergraduate level courses. This exploratory
qualitative case study aimed to analyze international teaching assistants’
(ITAs) teaching strategies through the lens of Technological Pedagogical
Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework. Themes emerged from the
data that highlight the knowledge and skills ITAs brought to teaching
online classes.

INTRODUCTION
Over the past three decades, online learning has become an
integral part of higher education (Wingo et al., 2017). The
steady increase in enrollment in online courses has led to more
than 69% of higher education institutions reporting that they
considered online learning an essential component of their
long-term student recruitment strategy (Allen & Seaman,
2013). In the fall of 2016, approximately 6.3 million students
were taking at least one distance education course, making up
31.6% of all higher education enrollment (Allen & Seaman,
2017).
The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020
required many higher education institutions in the United States
to shift quickly to fully online education (Johnson et al., 2020;
Villasenor, 2021). Institutions continued to provide their
courses primarily via online modality in 2020 and 2021
(Johnson et al., 2020; Villasenor, 2021). Some students
struggled to adjust to the online learning environment in the
midst of a global pandemic (Aguilera-Hermida, 2020;
Gonzalez-Ramirez et al., 2021), but many students were drawn
to the flexibility that online learning provides. The pandemic
introduced online learning to many students who may not
otherwise have been receptive to it. Thus, online learning may
see a further increase in popularity after the COVID-19
pandemic.
As the popularity and demand for online courses has increased,
institutions have developed different strategies to deliver their
online courses. Some institutions began hiring teaching
assistants (TAs) to support faculty in developing and delivering
online courses (Armstrong et al., 2021). TAs are typically
graduate students who teach part time while pursuing their
graduate degrees.
With the increase in numbers of international graduate students
in the United States (IIE, 2021), the number of international
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teaching assistants (ITAs) saw an increase as well (Choy &
Cataldi, 2011; Gorsuch, 2003, 2011). Although ITAs have
traditionally taught face-to-face undergraduate courses (Choy
& Cataldi, 2011; Gorsuch, 2011), it is expected that there will
be an increase in the number of ITAs teaching online courses
over the next few decades. Thus, the purpose of this exploratory
qualitative case study was to understand ITAs’ approach to
teaching online courses.

LITERATURE REVIEW
ITAs have had a long history in the United States. The change
in demographics in U.S. graduate schools during the 1960s and
1970s contributed to employing ITAs to teach undergraduate
classes (Smith, 1992). The increasing number of ITAs in U.S.
classrooms raised several concerns in universities, and those
concerns have been extensively addressed in the literature of
the last four decades. Early seminal articles (e.g., Bailey, 1984;
Rao, 1995; Smith, 1992) on ITAs focused on their weak
command of English or their insufficient cultural knowledge
rather than exploring their contributions to the teaching process
in U.S. higher education. These studies mainly discussed
complaints from U.S. domestic students or their parents that
revolved around perceived ineffectiveness of ITAs’ teaching
due to their accented speech. In response to a growing number
of complaints, many states (e.g., Oklahoma, Ohio, and South
Carolina) passed laws in the 1980s that required language
testing for ITAs (Smith, 1992).
In 1968 the National Association for Foreign Student Affairs
(NAFSA) made an official report on a nationwide concern
about the perceived ineffectiveness of ITAs’ teaching on U.S.
campuses (Bailey, 1984; Trebing, 2007). Thus, starting in the
1970s, some scholars began to address the problems related to
ITAs’ teaching in the U.S. higher educational system, focusing
primarily on ITAs’ English language skills (e.g., Bailey, 1984;
Berdie et al., 1976; Davies et al., 1989; Rao, 1995; Smith, 1982;
Trebing, 2007). Questions over ITAs’ language proficiency
gave rise to many training programs at U.S. universities to
enhance ITAs' language skills (Smith, 1992). Training
programs and workshops for ITAs were not limited to language
training. They also included instructional strategies, classroom
management, and classroom climate (Weimer et al., 1989).
When designed and delivered effectively, training programs
were successful in terms of increasing ITAs’ cultural awareness
(Smith, 1992; Weimer et al., 1989).
Several other studies (e.g., Grossman, 2011; Hahn, 2004; Kang,
2012; Rubin, 2002; Smith et al., 2005) also examined the U.S.
students’ reactions to the accents of ITAs, focusing primarily
on the syllabic stress patterns of ITAs’ speech. Many U.S.
undergraduate students evaluated ITAs’ English as more
accented and less intelligible than that of their TA counterparts
(Kang, 2012). However, when ITAs used correct stress and
pronunciation,
American
students
reported
greater
intelligibility of the ITAs’ speech (Grossman, 2011; Hahn,
2004). Thus, according to U.S. students’ responses, accented or
wrongly stressed speech in English affected the delivery of the
class lectures, making it difficult for them to comprehend the
content of lectures (Grossman, 2011). Some scholars (e.g.,
Rubin, 2002; Wang & Mantero, 2018) discussed how U.S.
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

students’ assertions of unintelligibility of ITAs' accented
speech could have stemmed from their negative attitude toward
non-native speakers of English. The U.S. undergraduate
students tend to have stereotyped expectations about ITAs'
language proficiency, speculating that if ITAs have accented
speech, they might not be knowledgeable in the course content.
A biased attitude may affect the U.S. students’ communication
with their foreign teaching assistants (Rubin, 2002). Thus,
focusing on their accent rather than on their course content
knowledge may lead to U.S. students losing the opportunity to
benefit from ITAs’ knowledge (Wang & Mantero, 2018).
Additionally, scholars have focused on how international
graduate students may face many other challenges when taking
on roles as ITAs at U.S. universities, such as understanding U.S.
classroom behavior in delivering classes due to their lack of
experience both as a graduate student and as an instructor
(Skow & Stephan, 2000; Trebing, 2007). ITAs’ expectations of
U.S. students might also vary due to “differences in cultural
values, learning and teaching styles, and verbal and nonverbal
ways of speaking” (Skow & Stephan, 2000, p. 357). In fact,
ITAs reported encountering instructional challenges such as
dealing with U.S. students’ impolite behavior in the classroom,
which may include late arrivals, early departures, eating food in
the classroom, making excuses for late submission of
assignments, and challenging the teaching assistants’ authority
in the classroom (Ashavskaya, 2015; Bresnahan & Cai, 2000).
Many ITAs also noted a lack of training about the U.S. grading
and testing system, which may have caused them anxiety and
frustration (Ashavskaya, 2015). ITAs also encountered cultural
challenges, such as being uncomfortable due to different
communication styles of students (e.g., students calling them by
their first name; Bresnahan & Cai, 2000). Additionally, due to
academic and teaching loads, many ITAs experienced social
challenges in establishing relationships with their U.S.
colleagues and their professors (Kuo, 2011).
Much of the existing research (e.g., Smith, 1992; Rubin, 2002)
on ITAs has taken a deficit approach by, for example, framing
ITAs’ language skills as the source of communication problems
with U.S. students or by highlighting the challenges ITAs face
in adjusting to the U.S. higher education system. Very few
studies have looked at the knowledge and skills that ITAs bring
to their teaching assignments. Even less is known about ITAs’
online teaching experiences and the methods they use in online
teaching.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
This study was guided by Mishra and Koehler’s (2006)
technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge (TPACK)
model. Mishra and Koehler (2006) developed this model for
conceptualizing the complex relationships between
technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge in teaching,
highlighting how this combined knowledge can be effectively
used in both online and traditional face-to-face courses. The
model posits that integration of technology facilitates better
delivery of course content while helping instructors improve
their pedagogical skills (Koehler & Mishra, 2009). The model
highlights three types of knowledge: (a) content knowledge; (b)
pedagogical knowledge; and (c) technological knowledge

36

Journal of Graduate Education Research
International Teaching Assistants’ Contributions to Online Learning: A Qualitative Case Study
Amanova, Al-Ararah, and Nyunt

(Koehler & Misra, 2009). Content knowledge explores whether
the instructor possesses enough knowledge on the content of the
subject (Koehler & Misra, 2009). Pedagogical knowledge refers
to an instructor’s ability to integrate effective teaching
strategies to deliver the content of the classroom materials
(Koehler & Misra, 2009). Technological knowledge refers to an
instructor’s competence of using technological tools to deliver
the content effectively (Koehler & Mishra, 2009).
Several studies on online teaching in higher education contexts
utilized the TPACK framework to analyze instructors’
competency in online settings (e.g., Benson & Ward, 2013;
Pelz, 2004; Voogt et al., 2013). These studies highlighted how
the pedagogical, content, and technological knowledge affected
the instructors’ choice of relevant technology for effective
teaching (Benson & Ward, 2013; Voogt et al., 2013). Using this
model to guide our study sensitized us to the different types of
knowledge that ITAs may bring to online teaching.

RESEARCH DESIGN
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand
ITAs’ approach to teaching online courses at a midwestern
Illinois university. A case study, as a research methodology,
strives to gain an in-depth understanding of a phenomenon
within a clearly bound system or case (Yin, 2009). To keep the
context constant, we used a single case study approach (Yin,
2014). All participants were employed by the same department
at one university and taught sections of the same course.

international students in the United States (IIE, 2021). Most
international students at MIU study computer information
systems, followed by computer science, industrial engineering,
and mechanical engineering. Almost three quarters of all
international students at MIU are graduate students (73%),
making up 14.3% of the graduate population. Twenty-seven
percent of international students are undergraduates, making up
2.2% of the university’s undergraduate population.
The educational technology department within the MIU hires
more ITAs than any other department of the university each
academic year. TAs, including ITAs, in the department teach its
undergraduate online classes; most of the ITAs (approximately
10-12 ITAs each semester) are assigned to one specific course
on the use of educational technologies. The course is offered at
two levels: the 200 and 400 levels. Both levels are designed by
a faculty professor of the department who serves as a supervisor
for the ITAs. Each ITA facilitates a section of the course. The
professor provides guidance to all teaching assistants on how to
effectively teach the course in its predefined format.
Recognizing the limited control ITAs have over course content
and design, we focused primarily on their approach to online
teaching rather than course design and choices related to course
content or assignments.
In the Spring 2019 semester, when we started to contact the
potential participants for the study, 22 teaching assistants were
teaching the online course on educational technology, with 420
freshmen and sophomore students enrolled for both levels. Out
of 22 teaching assistants, 13 were ITAs.

CASE DESCRIPTION

Our case was an online course taught in an educational
technology department of a public research university (MIU, a
pseudonym) located in the midwestern United States. MIU
offers traditional classes as well as hybrid and online classes for
undergraduate and graduate students Before providing a
description of the case, a brief description of MIU is essential
to contextualize the demographics of its international students
at the research site. At the time of our study, MIU hosted 735
international students from 118 different countries;
international students made up approximately 5.7% of MIU’s
student population, which is similar to the national average of

PARTICIPANTS

To be selected to participate in this study, the teaching assistants
had to meet the following criteria: (1) be an international
graduate student; (2) have taught a section of the online class
on educational technology; and (3) have served as a TA for at
least one semester. In Spring 2019, we contacted 13 participants
who met the study criteria; however, only 6 ITAs, three men
and three women, responded to the invitation. The detailed
demographic information of the participants is presented in
Table 1.

Table 1
Participants
Pseudonym

Gender

Age

Years in
the U.S.

Country of
Origin

Gustavo
Nazli
Elizabeth
Mansur
Aylin
Ahmed

Man
Woman
Woman
Man
Woman
Man

Mid 50s
Mid 30s
Mid 30s
Late 20s
Late 30s
Mid 30s

2
9
6
4
8
4

Colombia
Iran
Tanzania
Bangladesh
Turkey
Saudi Arabia
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Prior
teaching
experience
in native
country
(Years)
> 20
>2
>2
>2
>5
>3

Online
teaching
experience
in the U.S.
(Years)

Took online
classes as a
student

Shared
evaluations

2
4
3
3
1, 5
3

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
No
No
Yes
No
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DATA COLLECTION

TRUSTWORTHINESS

Before conducting the study, we applied for approval from the
institutional review board (IRB). Approval was granted on July
17, 2019. Data collection started in the Fall 2019 semester and
lasted until the end of 2019. As is typical of qualitative case
study research, we collected data via multiple methods (Yin,
2014). Specifically, we conducted semi-structured interviews
with participants and asked them to share their student
evaluations with us. Thus, the invitation email also requested
that participants bring copies of student evaluations if they were
willing to share them. Three of six participants brought copies
of their teaching evaluations to the interviews; therefore, part of
the interviews with these three participants (Aylin, Gustavo,
and Nazli) was spent discussing the evaluations and the
participants’ thoughts on them. The three ITAs who provided
evaluations shared that they had specifically requested the
evaluations after the semester ended. The other three ITAs
explained that they were unable to bring teaching evaluations,
as they had never received a copy of their evaluations. The
course coordinator had provided positive verbal feedback to
them at the end of their teaching assignment but, as they had
not requested to see their specific student evaluations, those had
not been shared with them. We were therefore unable to analyze
student evaluations for those participants.
Since the current study aimed to explore the ITAs’ experiences
through their own words and perspectives, personal interviews
were the main data collection strategy (Bogdan & Biklen,
1997). Interview questions also sought ITAs’ responses to their
experiences with online classes as students themselves, their
prior in-person teaching experiences in their respective home
countries, and their pedagogical and technological knowledge
in delivering the assigned sections of the course. Each interview
took place in a private location on the MIU campus and lasted
45 to 60 minutes. The interview data helped us delve deeply
into the participants’ views, opinions, and perceptions, and
allowed them to expound on issues that were salient to their
online teaching experiences.

To increase trustworthiness of the study, we utilized data
triangulation and investigator triangulation (Guion et al., 2011).
For data triangulation, we reviewed the sections of the course
evaluations where students assessed ITAs on content,
pedagogical, and technological knowledge and compared the
scores with the findings from interviews. As for the investigator
triangulation, each of us carefully examined the textual data
from interview and evaluations. This process helped us develop
a deeper understanding of the case study and reach consensus
on coding the data. Both types of triangulations helped enhance
the trustworthiness of this case study.

DATA ANALYSIS

Data analysis began informally during the interview phase and
continued during the transcription process when recurring
themes, patterns, and categories became evident (Yin, 2009).
Before we started coding the data, we read the interview
transcripts and course evaluations to familiarize ourselves with
the data. Next, each researcher conducted multiple rounds of
coding (Yin, 2009) starting with line-by-line coding and then,
through subsequent rounds of coding, moving from codes to
emerging themes. We then met as a research team to compare
the emerging themes and to discuss the preliminary findings. In
a second round of coding, we went back to our raw data and
marked segments of text that related to the TPACK model. We
also highlighted segments of the student evaluations that
aligned with the TPACK model. We analyzed these segments
of text in relation to our emerging themes and revised the
themes as needed.
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LIMITATIONS

There are a few limitations inherent to this case study. First, not
all participating ITAs provided their course evaluations; leading
to uneven data and limiting our ability to engage in data
triangulation for half of our interview participants. In addition,
we recognize that student evaluations are not a very accurate
measure of teaching skills; thus, the insights gained from
student evaluations were limited. Another limitation was that
we only got one perspective on the ITAs’ approaches to online
teaching. Interviewing the professor who developed the course
or the students in the class or conducting observations of ITAs’
online teaching might have brought other perspectives on the
topic. However, as previous research has rarely focused on
ITAs’ contribution to online teaching and learning from the
perspective of ITAs, we thought the ITAs’ perspective was an
important one to add. Future research should consider exploring
different perspectives on ITAs’ contributions to online
teaching.
FINDINGS

Our data analysis indicated that ITAS had in-person teaching
experience that they gained in their home countries.
Additionally, their online learning experiences during their
studies in the U.S. helped some of them acquire content
knowledge on the course they were assigned to teach. Few
ITAs noted that they had initially struggled with teaching the
course due to the lack of familiarity with the content of the
course materials and with other issues, such as grading policies.
Therefore, participants expressed the need for specific training
both at the institutional and departmental levels. ITAs also
discussed facing some teaching challenges, such as interacting
with students in teaching this asynchronous online course.
Developing some strategies to overcome these challenges, such
as making themselves accessible and flexible, helped these
ITAs enhance their teaching presence in the online course. In
addition, participants utilized essential technologies and other
tools to interact with students and to enhance student learning.

TEACHING AND ONLINE LEARNING
EXPERIENCE
The ITAs’ previous in-person teaching and online learning
experience, their collaboration with their fellow TAs, and their
commitment to being effective instructors helped them
overcome systemic barriers (i.e., a lack of training and an
unfamiliarity with course content) that they encountered. For
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instance, Aylin shared how her previous teaching experience
helped her teach effectively.
I was elementary school teacher in my home country,
and I also had an experience of working with autistic
children. Therefore, as a teacher, I know students
come from different learning abilities and may face
challenges at school. When I started teaching online
courses here in the U.S, I recognized differences in
learning abilities. So, I developed tasks that could be
submitted in different formats, depending on students’
capability.
Aylin’s extensive experience working with elementary school
children in her home country helped her recognize students’
learning abilities in the courses she instructed at MIU. Being
cognizant of those abilities, she developed different
assignments reflecting these abilities and allowed students to
choose from and complete them accordingly.
Some participants had knowledge of course materials gained
previously as online learners. For example, Elizabeth noted,
When I was an undergraduate student, I took an online
class. When I got a TA-ship in my doctoral program, I
was assigned to teach the same course that I took as an
undergrad. So, I had already knowledge of the course
materials, which helped me develop effective teaching
strategies.
Elizabeth held an undergraduate degree from the same
institution where she was enrolled as a doctoral student. When
Elizabeth was assigned to teach an online course by the
department, she learned that it was the same course that she had
taken as an undergraduate student. Her familiarity with the
course content allowed her to develop strategies to deliver the
course materials.
LACK OF KNOWLEDGE OF COURSE CONTENT

Some ITAs relied on their previous teaching experience when
they encountered systemic barriers, such as lack of familiarity
with the course content. For instance, Nazli noted,
I was unfamiliar with the course materials, so I had to
go through materials and watch the video tutorials
because, as TAs, we did not develop the course. My
experience as an instructor of statistics in my country
really helped me develop strategies to prepare myself
for teaching here.
Nazli discussed how her previous teaching experience in her
home country helped her to devise strategies that would help
familiarize herself with the course materials and prepare herself
to teach an online class.
Commenting on her knowledge of the course content, Aylin
mentioned:
They offered me to teach this course only a week
before the semester. This was a struggle for me
because I was not familiar with the content at that
moment. So, I had to check out already prepared
modules to get myself acquainted. It was hard. I had to
seek out help with the course coordinator and ask
questions from other TAs.
Aylin was also initially unfamiliar with the course content
because she was assigned to teach the course only a week prior
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

to the start of the semester. Therefore, she had to seek assistance
from the course coordinator and from her fellow TAs.
NEED FOR TRAINING AT THE INSTITUTION LEVEL

Although the ITAs participating in this study reported having
some previous teaching experience, they expressed the need for
training on teaching. For example, Ahmed said,
I did a lot of corporate trainings in my country. Before
conducting training, we did the needs assessment to
learn what information or training the employees
lacked so that to prepare the training materials
accordingly. When they assigned me a course to teach
in the U.S., I saw that working with young-adult
students was different. I think that it is an obvious
example of how urgently training [on teaching] is
needed for all TAs so we can use that to enhance our
productivity as TAs.
As Ahmed shared, he did not have prior teaching experience in
an educational setting. Although he had experience as a
corporate trainer in his country, he realized upon becoming an
ITA at MIU that this experience was not enough for teaching
college students. Therefore, he mentioned the importance of
trainings for new ITAs so they could facilitate the courses
effectively.
Gustavo also recognized the need for trainings for ITAs, stating,
Although I used older version of this software at the
institution in my home country, we should have been
offered some trainings on Blackboard. The version of
Blackboard that they used at this university was
different. So, I think that we should be trained on
tackling special or new features of this software
because it is updated regularly.
As Gustavo mentioned, he had faced some challenges using
Blackboard, despite using this software in his home country.
Therefore, he expressed the need for regular trainings on using
Blackboard so that TAs could be regularly informed about
recent features of the software.
NEED FOR TRAINING AT THE DEPARTMENT LEVEL

Some ITAs noted that teaching-specific training offered by the
department would have been beneficial. For instance, Nazli
mentioned, “The training on the grading system of the course
assignments would have been really helpful for new TAs.”
Talking about the need for training, Aylin said,
I would have preferred to have a training on how we
can modify already prepared content based on
students’ learning abilities. Also, I would like to have
specific trainings prior to the start of the semester for
new TAs, such as how to request a shell for the course
that you are going to teach.
Mansur expressed the need for mentoring at the departmental
level for newly hired TAs. He explained,
There was the orientation when I assigned to teach a
course, where they made a presentation on how to set
up the course and stuff like that. But, in my opinion,
assigning a mentor for new ITAs or pairing up
seasoned TAs with new hires would be more
productive.
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The participants’ responses showed that they had a wealth of
knowledge and previous teaching experience that helped them
to overcome the systemic challenges, such as lack of content
knowledge, they faced when teaching online classes in the U.S.
The student evaluations for the Spring 2019 semester also
supported that ITAs possessed high levels of content
knowledge. For instance, Nazli got a 6.0 on a 6-point scale,
whereas Aylin scored 5.91, and Gustavo got 5.75 on a 6-point
scale.

TEACHING CHALLENGES
Participants reported that online teaching entails many
challenges, such as dealing with student issues. They had to
learn to overcome some of the challenges by making
themselves available and being flexible with submission of the
assignments.
INTERACTING WITH STUDENTS

Some ITAs shared how they had to frequently communicate
with students so that they did not fail the course. For instance,
Mansur noted,
When they assigned me to teach online class here, I
noticed that there is a huge disconnection between me
and students because I do not see my students. I
realized that the online courses are very different. You
cannot stay disconnected with your students.
Otherwise, they would forget about the course. They
start panicking and start emailing, by saying “I was not
aware of deadlines because I was busy with this or
that.” And then you have to find ways for helping them
so that they can submit the assignments that they have
missed.
For Mansur, it was important to have constant interactions with
students. He would frequently remind them about upcoming
assignments because he noticed that less communication
between him and the students would result in students missing
the deadlines. Therefore, he perceived those students might
need some assistance for completing the assignments that they
had missed.
Nazli explained her interaction with students in detail. She
noted,
The most important challenge is that sometimes
students do not submit the assignments properly or do
not submit on time. So, I reach out to students, asking
questions, such as “What is the issue? What is a
problem?” I provide an opportunity for students to
clearly explain what the reason was. Then, I give them
another opportunity to resubmit or [give them] an
extension.
Nazli discussed how she interacted with students by reaching
out to them and asking questions to find out the challenges
students were facing when submitting the assignments. Once
she was satisfied with the students’ explanations, she either
extended the deadline of the submission or gave them an
opportunity to resubmit their assignments.
ITAs also shared that they tried to enhance the instructor
presence and interaction in the online class by facilitating
discussion boards. For example, Elizabeth mentioned, “Well, I
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

try to interact with them by posting my own response to
discussion questions. In this way, students get more engaged in
reacting to my response and to their peers.”
INSTRUCTOR ACCESSIBILITY AND FLEXIBILITY

ITAs tried to make themselves approachable and accessible so
that students could feel comfortable to share their problems and
have a positive and engaging learning experience. In this
regard, Aylin noted,
I say to students, “I am not here to be bossy to you, I
am here to help you,” “I am not making things
complicated. Please just be honest and ask, help or ask
questions.” Many students appreciate that, and they
email me back saying “Always thankful you are super.
I wish, I could take more classes with the professors
like you,” those kinds of things.
Aylin mentioned that she asked students to reach out to her and
to be honest about their problems and challenges when doing
so. She expressed her satisfaction with student appreciation of
her helpfulness throughout the course.
In terms of his flexibility as an instructor, Gustavo said,
Well, I try to be as flexible as possible in this grading
process because I understand that it is not easy to
transition from high school to university life. It's
difficult for them because, in high schools, teachers
help and guide them. So, I think I should act like a high
school teacher sometimes to guide them through the
online learning process.
Gustavo mentioned that he was aware of student challenges,
highlighting the how difficult was for the students to transition
from high school to the college life. He believed that he should
provide some guidance for them to help with the transitioning
stage.
The participants’ responses showed how that they dealt with
various academic challenges, such as students’ being late with
submission of the assignments and their struggles with the
online course. These ITAs made extra efforts to meet student
needs by making themselves available outside of the classroom.
To learn how the ITAs were assessed regarding their
supportiveness of students, we looked at the students’
evaluation of their instructors’ accessibility outside of the
classroom. When reviewing the relevant items in the evaluation
(e.g., “The instructor was accessible”), we saw that all three of
the participants who provided their students’ evaluations
received high scores in this category. Aylin received an average
rating of 5.91 on a 6-point scale, and Nazli and Gustavo both
received an average rating of 6 points.

EFFECTIVE USE OF INSTRUCTIONAL
TECHNOLOGY
ITAs in this study utilized a variety of technologies to teach
online classes. Although their use of technology occurred
primarily within the parameters of using basic teaching and
communication technologies (e.g., learning management
systems and email), they strove to use them to increase
interactions with students. For instance, Gustavo said, “I create
discussion threads on Blackboard for each module topic. Also,
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I provide constructive comments on student assignments, by
using Blackboard features.”
Some ITAs mentioned that they used email to remain in regular
communication with students. For instance, Nazli said,
I was sending emails to remind them; usually, I send
group emails to all students, so that they would not say,
“I didn't get it.” I will also send copy of the
announcement through Blackboard. So, there would
be a copy on blackboard, and they also have their
email.
Mansur also frequently emailed students about the course
assignments. He said, “Whenever I send an email, I write the
course number and then the assignment I’m talking about so
that it gets their attention.”
Some participants mentioned that they did not limit themselves
to using basic technologies. They used other tools to help
students learn the course materials or navigate other course
technologies. For example, Aylin noted, “I record the videos
for the course introduction. Or if students need help with other
technologies in submitting the assignment, I say, “Let’s choose
the software through Anywhere Apps because you do not have
the necessary software to submit it.” Aylin mentioned that she
would occasionally record videos to explain the assignment
submission process to the students. She also reported that she
students how to benefit from free software applications
provided to MIU’s students.
To learn how the ITAs were assessed in technological
competence, we also reviewed the students’ evaluations of the
ITAs’ technological knowledge. Students were prompted with
a 6-point scale to rate how effectively they perceived their
instructor to have used technology during the semester. The
three participants who submitted their student evaluations
scored high. Aylin’s score was 5.91 on a 6-point scale, and
Gustavo and Nazli got 6 points each. The overall mean of
comparative scores of the ITAs on all aspects of the course
evaluations (e.g., content knowledge, instructor’s accessibility,
pedagogical knowledge, and technological knowledge) in
relation the mean score (5.42) of the Department were 5.91
(Aylin,) 6.00 (Nazli), and 5.75 (Gustavo).
As seen from the responses and from the results of the student
evaluations, all the participants in this study effectively used
instructional technologies. Whenever possible, a few ITAs
recorded short videos to explain course materials and also
taught students how to effectively use virtual applications
provided by the university.

DISCUSSION
When looking at our findings through the lens of the TPACK
model, we found that the ITAs in this study were aware of
pedagogical principles of teaching and of the learning styles of
their students, all of which attests to ITAs’ pedagogical
knowledge, the core element of the TPACK model. Some ITAs
shared that they had good knowledge of the course materials
prior to teaching the online class. For example, Elizabeth shared
that she had taken the same course when she was an
undergraduate student at MIU. Some ITAs mentioned that they
had initially lacked the content knowledge due to unfamiliarity
with the course they were assigned to teach. They spent time
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

trying to gain that content knowledge, whether through
reviewing the course materials, reaching out to fellow TAs, or,
like Nazli, watching video tutorials related to course topics.
Therefore, those ITAs perceived that they had mastered the
content knowledge to teach the course. The findings from
student evaluations also showed that ITAs had sufficient
content knowledge as they were evaluated highly in this
category. ITAs in this study mentioned that they utilized
different types of technology to foster student learning. In other
words, they possessed technological knowledge when
integrating various technological tools, such as emails,
Blackboard, or other additional instructional tools to support
students. In the context of online teaching, it is typical that the
teachers’ technological and content knowledge may overlap
(Benson & Ward, 2013). As ITAs in this study utilized a variety
of technology tools to explain the course materials and to
facilitate student learning, they demonstrated technological
content knowledge.
The findings of this study also indicated that the ITAs who
participated in this study strove to provide support to their
students in online courses despite facing challenges.
Participants utilized their prior teaching and online learning
experiences in approaching the teaching assignment. ITAs
stressed the importance of being accessible to students, being
present in the online classroom, and regularly interacting with
their students – all of which are important components of online
teaching (Pelz, 2004). ITAs also indicated that they tried to
flexible with students who struggled to submit assignments in a
timely manner by sending multiple reminder emails and
following up with students who missed an assignment.
Overall, the ITAs in this study utilized a similar approach to
teaching undergraduate students as their domestic peers in
Kendall and Schussler’s (2012) study, which found that
graduate teaching assistants are more understanding of
students’ challenges due to being in “a student’s shoes”
themselves. For instance, in our study, when discussing
students’ late submissions, the participants noted that they were
not frustrated with such behavior of students; instead, they
reached out to students and tried to develop strategies to help
them succeed in online courses. This finding contradicts
previous studies’ findings (e.g., Ashavskaya, 2015; Bresnahan
& Cai, 2000) that reported ITAs’ frustration with the U.S.
undergraduate students’ inconsiderate behaviors, such as
making excuses for late submission of assignments. However,
it is worth noting here that while the ITAs in this study believed
that being flexible with students regarding deadlines was
helpful for students, it is unclear if this approach was truly
beneficial to students or whether it hampered student learning
and performance and perpetuated passive learning (Zakaria et
al., 2016). Moreover, the participants in this study did not
consider themselves as culturally or linguistically incompetent
when building a rapport with students, showing inconsistency
with previous literature (e.g., Smith, 1992) that framed ITAs’
lack of language skills as causing communication problems
with the U.S. students.
The findings of this qualitative case study led to several
recommendations for future research. Since the ITAs’ online
teaching experience was explored only from their own
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perspectives, future studies should include comparison of ITAs’
and domestic teaching assistants’ approaches to teaching online
classes to explore where there are similarities or differences
between their strategies. Future research should also examine
U.S. undergraduate perceptions of the ITA’s teaching
approaches by employing quantitative or mixed methods
research designs.
The findings also lead to many practical implications for
preparing ITAs for their teaching jobs in higher education
institutions. For instance, ITAs in this study expressed their
need for specific trainings on teaching students at the
institutional and departmental levels. Therefore, higher
education institutions should consider developing trainings on
relevant aspects of teaching, such as dealing with student
behavior, utilizing the grading system, understanding academic
policies, and promoting a developmental approach to teaching
that finds a balance between accountability and flexibility.

CONCLUSION
This study aimed to bring a more nuanced understanding of the
ITA’s contribution to online teaching in the context of the U.S.
higher education by shedding a light on ITAs’ pedagogical,
content, and technological knowledge and describing them
from their own perspectives. The U.S. higher education system
makes a commitment to bringing diversity to its higher
education teaching by hiring ITAs. However, literature on ITAs
(e.g., Kang, 2012; Rubin, 2002) focuses on issues ITAs’
language problems, rather than their contribution to the U.S.
higher education teaching, such as an opportunity for
interacting with linguistically and culturally diverse
individuals. This study highlighted that ITAs utilized similar
approaches to teaching as their domestic peers, trying to
capitalize on their prior knowledge and experience and putting
themselves in the shoes of their students. ITAs in this study
focused on being present, available, and flexible, stressing the
need to interact frequently with students for reaching excellence
in online teaching. The study, however, also presented some of
the challenges ITAs faced due to lack of preparation and
training and limited teaching experience.
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The purpose of this non-experimental study was to determine if there is
a difference in attitudes towards seeking mental health services
between veterans and civilians. Participants were a convenience
sample of 54 veterans and civilians from across the United States.
Participants completed a survey on social media to determine their
attitude towards seeking mental health services. An analysis of the
results revealed that there is not a significant difference between
veterans’ and civilians’ attitudes towards seeking mental health
services.
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INTRODUCTION
Having a mental health concern is difficult for people, but for
some, trying to seek help for it is even more challenging.
Veterans have been exposed to some of the most traumatic
experiences in the world (life-threatening situations, deaths of
close friends, etc.), and according to Del Luca et al. (2016),
there are higher rates of mental health problems among current
and former military personnel than the civilian population. And
in the last two decades, suicide rates among veterans where
higher than non-veterans, leading to the average number of
veteran suicides per day to be 17.6 (U.S. Department of
Veterans Affairs, 2020).
Agreeing with Del Luca and her fellow researchers, Min (2019)
found that enlisted military personnel do, in fact, have the most
stressful jobs. Having stressful jobs would cause military
personnel to incorporate stress-relieving outlets into the
military’s exit plan for retirees and veterans. Sadly, Currier and
his colleagues (2017, 2018) suggest veterans are less likely to
seek help with a mental illness compared to non-veterans due
to negative stigmas about seeking such help.
Mirriam-Webster (2021) defines stigma as a mark of shame or
discredit, or simply having negative thoughts or unfair beliefs
towards something, either projected by yourself or by society.
Negative stigmas of seeking help can prevent veterans from
seeking mental health services they desperately need.
KINDS OF STIGMAS

For veterans, stigma is a major hinderance from receiving
psychotherapy. Porcari et al. (2017) noted that documentation
of a mental health problem on a person’s record was also a
major barrier to help seeking behavior among active-duty
military personnel. Many veterans would rather speak with their
family and friends, than receive professional treatment from
Veteran Affairs (VA) clinics or non-VA clinics. Even when
veterans were diagnosed for depression after being discharged
from the military, they often delay seeking further treatment
because of stigmas (Rodrigues et al., 2014). Wright et al.
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(2009), concluded that many active-duty soldiers were reluctant
to seek help because it might negatively impact the perception
of their suitability for leadership roles in the military.
For combat veterans, additional barriers that may prevent them
from seeking help include post-deployment difficulties, such as
trouble relating to others, psychological difficulties,
behavioral/physical problems (Cornish et al., 2014). Stigmas
surrounding mental health and receiving help, whether personal
or societal, are the most significant reasons many veterans will
simply not seek the help they need, but that does not mean there
isn’t hope.
TREATMENTS FOR MENTAL HEALTH

Veterans with mental health problems that know their treatment
options are more likely to use them. Presently, there are several
mental health services that veterans can take advantage of.
Elder et al. (2016), showed that exposure to six health
campaigns (smoking cessation, child abuse/neglect, drug use,
suicide prevention, domestic violence, HIV/AIDS) improved
the desirability of seeking help from telephone hotlines among
veteran households. Among these telephone campaigns, the
Suicide Prevention hotline was used among 61.2% of veterans.
These health campaign resources are great for veterans who are
seeking self-help and want to remain anonymous. But, for those
who are extroverted and thrive from interacting with others,
social support enhances any treatment they receive. Adams et
al. (2017) found that the more social support a veteran received,
either through their family, friends, or support groups, the better
their mental health, and decreased the need for psychological
services among veterans. Rodrigues et al. (2014) also states that
veterans who normalize depression (e.g., defining it as a
common thing that can happen to anyone and something that
can be worked through) find comfort in supportive peers.
Another mental health treatment that could be utilized by
veterans is spiritual support. Faith-based support can be
effective in countering stigmas against seeking help. Bonner et
al. (2013) emphasized that veterans with current PTSD
symptoms, and those that made a mental health visit in the past
6 months, were more likely to seek help from, and to be more
open with clergy than other mental health services.
Finally, an excellent way to lower the need for mental health
services when military personnel are discharged from service is
to seek counseling before they even enter the civilian life.
According to Wright et al. (2009), there are training programs
in the United States Army to address stigmas and to change the
attitudes of leaders about seeking treatment for mental health
concerns. For instance, the deployment-related mental health
training called “Battlemind” is specifically developed for
leaders to focus on the mental health effects of combat (Wright
et al., 2009). In this training there is a discussion of the
importance of “buddy care” and the role of leaders to monitor
the mental health of their units. This approach in which leaders
are taught about the mental health of their unit has been shown
to be an effective method of reducing stigma in soldiers
discharged from active duty (Wright et al., 2009).
It is therefore important for military leaders to address mental
health concerns of their units prior to their discharge from
service. This would make it so that veterans will have a higher
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

chance of seeking mental health services, should the need arise
in their civilian life.
PURPOSE OF STUDY

The purpose of this study is to determine military veteran’s
attitudes toward seeking mental health services and if they
differ from their civilian counterparts. The results of this study
may be beneficial to therapists and those who collaborate with
veterans in counseling settings, especially when developing
programs and curriculum to educate veterans regarding mental
health and ways to incorporate healthy coping skills in their
lives. Additionally, information found may help educate
veterans regarding the impact mental health services have on
their self-worth and over-all mental health, so that they would
be more open to the idea of seeking help.
HYPOTHESES

It is hypothesized that there is a difference in attitudes towards
seeking mental health services between veterans and civilians.

METHOD
PARTICIPANTS

The participants in this study were a convenience sample of 54
veterans and civilians from around the United States. The
demographic characteristics of the participants are presented in
Table 1.
Table 1
Demographic Characteristics
Characteristics
Gender
Female
Male
Age
1930-39
1940-49
1950-59
1960-69
1970-79
1980-89
1990-99
Ethnicity
White
Latino
Middle Eastern
African-American
Mental Health History
Experienced Trauma?
Mental Illness Diagnosis?
Received MH Services?

Civilians
n=23

Veterans
n=31

Total
n=54

68%
29%

32%
71%

100%

0% (n)
0% (n)
9% (n)
13% (n)
4% (n)
35% (n)
39% (n)

3% (n)
3% (n)
7% (n)
10% (n)
16% (n)
19% (n)
42% (n)

96% (n)
4% (n)
0% (n)
0% (n)
NO
YES
22%
78%
65%
35%
48%
52%

74% (n)
13% (n)
3% (n)
10% (n)
NO
YES
29%
71%
68%
32%
61%
39%

The veterans in the sample were categorized by branch of
service, time, and service, and whether or not they have seen
combat (Table 2).
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Table 2
Veteran Demographic Characterization

Characteristics
Branch of Service
Air Force
Army
Marine Corps
Navy
Time in Service
1 - 4 years
5 - 10 years
10 - 20 years
20+ years
Seen Combat?
No
Yes

Veterans
n=31
26%(n)
10%(n)
48%(n)
16%(n)
7%(n)
10%(n)
16%(n)
19%(n)
77%(n)
23%(n)

hypothesis, a t-Test of Independent samples was used.
Specifically, a two-tailed t-test was used to determine
differences in attitudes towards seeking mental health services
amongst veterans and civilians. The hypothesis was examined
at an alpha level of 0.05.

RESULTS
Figure 1
Differences between attitudes towards help-seeking among
veterans and civilians
20

18.26

17.17

15
10
5
0

INSTRUMENTATION

The primary instrument of data collection for this study was a
questionnaire created by the researcher that comprised the
Attitudes Toward Seeking Professional Help Scale by Fischer
et al. (1995) and several demographic items. The ATSPPH-SF
has a reliability coefficient alpha of between 0.77 - 0.78 (Elhai
et al., 2008). The instrument consists of a total of 19 items. The
initial survey are ten Likert-scaled items to which participants
are required to select from one of the following options:
Disagree – Partly Disagree – Partly Agree – Agree (Fischer et
al. 1995). These Likert-scaled items were given a numerical
value from 0 – 3 (4 points): 0 being Disagree and 3 being Agree.
With the ten Likert scaled items, a score from 0-30 could have
been tallied. Half of the items, however, were reversed scored.
In total, the higher the score, the more favorable the outcome
became.
In addition to the Likert-scale items, there are two open-ended
questions and four multiple-choice questions. The instrument
also included three demographic items: Status, Gender, and
Ethnic Background. Google forms was used to distribute the
survey to respondents. A print-out copy of the survey from
Google Forms the researcher created is attached. The original
survey adapted by Fisher et al. (1995) is included in Appendix
A.
PROCEDURE

IRB approval was obtained for this nonexperimental study. To
protect the confidentiality of respondents in this study, no
personally identifying information was gathered. Respondents
were recruited through a social media post that included an
explanation of the purpose, the possible benefits, and the
possible consequences of participating in the study. The post
also explained that they are free to withdraw from the study at
any time if they so desire. The social media post contained a
link to the questionnaire, which was made using Google Forms.
Participants who completed the survey were considered to have
given their informed consent. To analyze the data and test the
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

Civilians

Veterans

An independent samples t-test was calculated comparing the
mean attitude toward seeking mental health services scores of
veterans who would likely seek mental health services, to the
mean score of civilians (Figure 1). No significant difference
was found t (52) = -.55, p=.58. The mean attitude score of
veterans (m=18.26, sd=6.24) was not significantly different
from the mean attitude score of civilians (m=17.17, sd=8.01).
The null hypothesis was not rejected, and the alternative
hypothesis could not be supported.

DISCUSSION
FINDINGS AND LIMITATIONS

This study revealed no meaningful difference between
veterans’ and civilians’ attitude seeking mental health services.
These findings are not at odds with other results reported in the
literature. For instance, the claim that there are differences in
attitudes of help-seeking among veterans and civilians has also
been disproved by reported in the extant literature (Currier et al.
2017, 2018).
There are several limitations to the findings in the study. The
small sample size and volunteer nature of sampling procedures
may limit the generalizability of these findings. Furthermore,
the demographic characteristics of the participants may not be
representative of the population of veterans or civilians in the
United States, which limits the generalizability. In addition to
this, the self-report format of the questionnaire used in this
study could limit participants’ ability to clearly articulate their
attitudes towards seeking mental health services. Despite
anonymity, it is possible that some participants may have
provided responses that they felt were socially desirable.
Finally, the survey was distributed on social media (Facebook).
IMPLICATIONS
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The greatest implication from the results of this study is the
need to educate veterans regarding mental health service use.
While the results of the current study indicated that there is no
difference in attitudes toward mental health services between
veterans and civilians, it is important to note that 61% of
veterans surveyed have never used mental health services.
Therefore, it is important for veterans to be educated regarding
the various mental health services that the VA or non-VA
mental health clinics provide. The significant association
between seeing something traumatic, but not seeking mental
health support, should be shared with veterans, especially those
who are recently discharged from active duty. Regardless of the
lack of sizable difference in help-seeking attitudes among
veterans and civilians, veterans owe it to themselves to seek out
help once their tours of duties are over, especially if they have
experienced combat.
FUTURE RESEARCH

Despite the accessibility of mental health services (most of
which are free), there is still stigma among veterans to use them,
simply because of the limited knowledge regarding them.
Therefore, future studies should include larger more diverse
samples of veterans to provide more accurate and generalizable
results. This may provide a more accurate picture of the
attitudes of veterans seeking help. Additional research may
benefit VA clinics to develop more accessible programs and
curriculum to educate veterans regarding what kind of therapy
and medications they could use as a part of their mental health
regime.
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APPENDIX

Attitudes Toward Seeking Professional Help
Your sex:

Male
____FemaleYour race/ethnicity:
African American
Asian/Asian American
White/European American
Latino/a
Arab/Middle Eastern
Other: Please specify

Instructions
Read each statement carefully and indicate your degree of agreement using the scale below.
In responding, please be completely candid.
0 = Disagree

1 = Partly disagree

2 = Partly agree

3 = Agree

1. If I believed I was having a mental breakdown, my first inclination would be to get professional attention.
2.

The idea of talking about problems with a psychologist strikes me as a poor way to get rid of emotional conflicts.

3.

If I were experiencing a serious emotional crisis at this point in my life, I would be confident that I could find relief
in psychotherapy.

4.

There is something admirable in the attitude of a person who is willing to cope with his or her conflicts and fears
without resorting to professional help.

5.

I would want to get psychological help if I were worried or upset for a long period oftime.

6.

I might want to have psychological counseling in the future.

7.

A person with an emotional problem is not likely to solve it alone; he or she is likely to solve it with professional help.

8.

Considering the time and expense involved in psychotherapy, it would have doubtful value for a person like me.

9.

A person should work out his or her own problems; getting psychological counseling would be a last resort.

10. Personal and emotional troubles, like many things, tend to work out by themselves.
Scoring
Reverse score items 2, 4, 8, 9, and 10, then add up the ratings to get a sum. Higher scores indicate more positive attitudes
towards seeking professional help. Calculate a mean for males,for females, and for each of the ethnic groups to examine group
differences. Discuss any observed similarities and/or differences between the groups with the class.
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ABSTRACT

Karen Trimmer

This paper is based on a research approach that aims to explore and
explain the roadblocks and enablers for mainstream classroom teachers
engaging in professional development and training focused on trauma
informed pedagogical practices. Teachers seeking resources that
promote discrete behavioural and cognitive skills in the social emotional
developmental domain can easily access advocacy, policy articles and
resource materials that are in the form of guides, toolkits, and programs.
Notwithstanding this, a second focus area is the relational approach
whereby the main tenet is children’s social, emotional, and cognitive
development is dependent on the relational context in which they spend
their time. It is an area that emphasises the interpersonal skills of adults
rather than focusing on the knowledge and behavioural skills of the child.
A considerable body of research exists that supports the relational
approach of trauma informed practice to mitigate the effects of risk
factors in the lives of children with developmental trauma. The aim of
this paper is to assess and discuss the methodology, rationale, and
results for this research through examining the qualitative research
process undertaken with a group of mainstream primary school
teachers. This paper will examine the outcomes of the teacher
interviews that highlight the roadblocks and enablers for teachers
engaging in education and training to enhance their skills and knowledge
on being trauma informed in their teaching practices. These results have
significant implications for future framework development in school
settings.
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INTRODUCTION
Exposure to childhood trauma experiences is increasingly
referred to in the literature as an epidemic (Blaustein, 2013).
During 2018-19 the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
(AIHW, 2021) reported that 174700 Australian children
received child protection services that consisted of either an
investigation, a care and protection order or were placed in out
of home care due to child abuse and neglect. This report also
highlighted that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI)
children were eight times more likely to receive child protective
services than their non-indigenous counterparts (AIHW, 2021).
It is worth noting that such figures may not accurately represent
the number of children at risk, as many concerns go unreported
to authorities for a variety of reasons. Thus, estimates of
exposure to other Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) in
Australian children are likely to be higher (Moore et al., 2015).
The pervasiveness of childhood trauma and the impacts of toxic
stress have continued to be appreciated and this knowledge is
now beginning to be applied to a range of sectors in our
communities (e.g., Felitti et al., 1998). Consequently the
urgency for educational bodies including schools to provide
trauma-informed practice and services has continued to rise
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3
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(SAMHSA, 2014). Evidence demonstrating outcomes for
children when engaged in social-emotional interventions and
specialised, bespoke behavioural supports has resulted in
reduction of traumatic stress reactions (Rolfsnes & Idsoe, 2011)
Teachers are increasingly expected to assume pedagogical
responsibility for student proficiency in the social-emotional
developmental domain (Reeves & Le Mare, 2017). Whilst
teachers are being expected to absorb the responsibility of
student’s acquisition of social-emotional knowledge and skills,
minimal focus has been given to the teacher’s preparedness to
be knowledgeable and competent in this area (Jennings and
Greenberg, 2009; Waajid, Garner and Owen, 2013; Alisic,
2012).
Reeves and Le Mare (2017) identified two key areas of
discourse and practice in social-emotional learning, including
competence promotion and relational adjustments. Competence
promotion consists of learning materials, resources for
interventions, programs and toolkits, which are growing and
becoming more plentiful and easily available to engage children
who have complex trauma behaviours. These resources consist
of a wide array of programs, and address various aspects of
social competence. Attention to impacts of childhood trauma
and the need for schools as systems of service delivery to be
cognizant of trauma informed care has led to the emerging
discourse of trauma specific interventions. These interventions
consist of specific teaching programs, school orientation,
approach to trauma informed care, trauma related professional
development and in servicing of staff (Thomas et al., 2019).
Despite the intentions of these programs and approaches,
isolated interventions are challenging to consistently implement
(Cole, Eisner, Gregory, & Ristuccia, 2013; Domitrovich et al.,
2010; Flay et al., 2005). Teachers are tentative to implement
mental health based programs within the classroom context,
particularly when there lacks a school wide consistent approach
that is supported by leadership. (Cole et al., 2013; Evans,
Stephan, & Sugai, 2014).
Indications of long-term negative outcomes across an
individual’s lifespan associated with adverse childhood
experiences have a long history (Felitti et al., 1998; Anda et al.,
2006). Research demonstrates early adversity during childhood
has significant and sustained impacts on a child’s brain
development (Menschner & Maul, 2016). In order to
adequately communicate the interconnectedness and
coexistence of maltreatment experiences in childhood,
Australian researchers, Higgins and McCabe (1998) conducted
a systematic review of existing studies (p.3). Their study
explored more than one type of child maltreatment with the
discovery of the following; (1) a significant proportion of
adults had endured more than one type of maltreatment; and (2)
significant adversity followed and impacted on those who had
endured more than one type of maltreatment. (Higgins &
McCabe, 2001). Connections between multiple adverse
childhood experiences (ACEs) and poor physical and social
outcomes across the lifespan, further research was subsequently
conducted. An estimated 72% of Australian children have been
exposed to at least one ACE, this rate being much higher in
lower socio-economic populations (Zubrick et al., 2005). With
these children attending state school education, teachers are at
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

the forefront of managing challenging behaviours daily.
Throughout the past decade cross-disciplinary focus on
complex childhood trauma has evolved and is being considered
from a range of perspectives including trauma frameworks,
neuroscience, child development and attachment models and
this has encouraged school systems to come to the fore and
participate in intervention practices (Thomas et al., 2019). The
literature review of practice frameworks being adopted by
classroom teachers in mainstream schools is minimal and the
number of teachers choosing to engage in trauma focused
professional development is also limited. (Collier et al., 2020;
Thomas et al., 2019.) An absence of empirical evidence to
support successful implementation of trauma informed practice
frameworks in mainstream schools exists. Furthermore, it is
unknown if teaching and leadership staff within schools have
confidence in, value or are informed of practices to support
children with complex social and emotional needs (Chafouleas
et al., 2018). The rapid incline in demand for trauma sensitive
schools (Overstreet & Chafouleas, 2016) begs the question of
why there is such limited empirical work on effectiveness or
occurrence of trauma informed frameworks being implemented
and if teachers are engaging in training and professional
development of trauma informed classroom practice.
Alisic (2012) conducted a study of teacher perspectives on
supporting children who have been exposed to trauma.
Interestingly, many of the responses to this earlier study were
similar to the identification of barriers and enablers to engaging
in training and professional development of trauma informed
practice that interviewees discussed in the narratives of this
study. The main themes identified in the 2012 study by Alisic
included role definition and capacity to sustain responding to
differing children’s needs, identifying a need for further
professional knowledge, and know-how and emotional burden
of working with children exposed to trauma experiences
(Alisic, 2012).
WHY DO WE NEED RESEARCH IN THIS AREA?

Diamond (2010) confirms that the bio- psycho-social needs of
need children is required to be the focus for schools before
academic achievement and engagement in learning can be
embraced. Craig (2008), however, draws reference to teachers
feeling overwhelmed and under-skilled to cope with the
complex needs of students who have experienced trauma. There
is growing concern amongst practitioners and academics that
school suspensions and exclusions from school result in a
downward spiral in children’s trajectories moving towards the
justice system, contact with law enforcement agencies and
disengagement from school and education (Mittleman, 2018).
Children who have experienced trauma present with greater risk
of serious behavioural escalations and more than doubles the
child’s risk of arrest (Bomber, 2020). Literature related to the
school to prison pipeline phenomena discusses the
disproportionate effect that suspensions and school exclusions
have on children who are already enduring considerable
adversity (McGrew, 2016). In a study that combined data
collected over fifteen years from the Fragile Families and Child
Well-being study it was found that nearly one in five suspended
children, by the age of fifteen years, had already acquired an
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arrest record and were disengaged from schooling communities
(Mittleman, 2018). Contemporary school behaviour
management policies contribute to a process of cumulative
disadvantage. (Bomber, 2020). It was proposed by Sampson
and Laub (1997) in their life course theory of crime that school
suspensions and exclusions initiate this cumulative
disadvantage, creating a snowball effect and as childhood leads
into adolescence and then adulthood, the capacity for
individuals to break with the past diminishes, and future
decision making is slanted towards ongoing criminality.
Vulnerable children often struggle with resilience and acquiring
skills to assist them negotiate adversity. Craig (2008) highlights
that the adoption of resilience can be enhanced when teachers
consider modifying pedagogical practices to support
differences in children when they learn according to their
regulatory state, use of positive feedback loops, supporting
relational practice with students and ensure trauma integratyed
practices are embraced across the school community. This is
further supported by Nicholson et al., (2019) and Panlilio
(2019) stating the use of trauma focused skills to strengthen
relational connections between the teacher and the student can
support healing and give the brain an opportunity to develop in
more typically developmental ways. Jennings (2018) discusses
the relevance of consistent staff tuition and mentoring in
understanding and recognition of student stress and responses
to adverse experiences. Overstreet and Chafouleas (2016) state
that collaborative practice between mental health professionals
and school leaders significantly supports classroom teaching
practices and positive outcomes for children affected by trauma.
Alisic et al., (2012) highlight the impact on teachers who are
requested to follow treatment plans for students and to
implement trauma informed pedagogical practices without
supportive mentoring and coaching practices to assist them in
this work, the fear by teachers being they are uncertain they may
not be causing further harm. Opportunities for supervision,
feedback loops and mentoring coupled with a coaching element
may support teacher’s to feel more confident and enabled to
manage the complexities associated with teaching children with
a trauma background. The relational adjustments approach as
highlighted by Le Mare (2011) does not lend itself to
standardised instructional scripts or scope and sequencing
curricula, rather it requires teachers to have the skills to attune
to children and their needs. Supporting teachers to have the
skills to create positive relationships with children who have
experienced trauma is a critical element when adopting a
trauma-informed approach. Wellbeing requirements of teachers
and support staff coupled with providing opportunities for
collaborative support with colleagues and external care
agencies is another key essential element of a trauma informed
care approach.
The attrition rate of teachers in the first five years following
graduation is as high as forty percent in Australia and as high
as fifty percent in the United Kingdom (Ewing & Manuel, 2005;
Milburn, 2011). In Australia, and overseas the attrition rate is
as high as fifty percent in lower socio-economic areas affected
by poverty (Hong, 2010; Ingersoll, 2001). Buchanan et al.,
(2013) conducted an empirical investigation among teachers
leaving the profession and the following categories of reasons
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

for leaving the teaching profession were identified: lack of
classroom support, burnout, low student engagement and
challenging student behaviours in class and across the school
context, poor communication from leadership teams, lack of
teaching resources and high workloads. Children who have
experienced one or more ACEs are enrolled in Australian state
school classrooms, and teacher attrition rationales cite
classroom management of students with challenging and
dangerous behaviours. Roadblocks and enablers continue to
exist for teachers to access professional development
opportunities to learn trauma informed classroom practices in
order to cope and prevent burnout and a departure from the
profession.
PHILOSOPHY AND THE APPROACH TO THIS STUDY

This research project is a mixed method approach and consists
of three independent studies. Firstly, a qualitative approach,
secondly a pilot quantitative study and thirdly a larger
quantitative study. The purpose of this paper is to discuss the
outcomes of Study one, the qualitative study.
The research philosophy that is been utilised for the research of
this complex issue is pragmatism. This perspective assumes an
orientation towards solving practical problems in the real world
and asks the researcher in this instance, to consider the
possibilities of roadblocks and enablers that may be present for
classroom teachers to engage in learning about traumainformed classroom practice. This in turn determines the
trajectory for children with trauma histories to recover, heal,
learn and contribute to the probability of school success and
influences life outcomes. Pragmatism is described by Goldkuhl
(2004) as having an interest in not only for “what is”, but also
for “what might be”. Pragmatism can be understood as a
philosophy that fully acknowledges a mutual permeation of
knowledge and action to change what exists. The researcher’s
ontological stance is reflective of this approach to determining
if roadblocks and enablers exist for teachers to partake in
professional development, to enhance their pedagogical
practice to cater for children who have experienced
developmental trauma. A pragmatic paradigm reflects the
researcher’s beliefs and practices to use what works (refer to
Figure 1) and these actions appear as significant and
fundamental to the methods. This ontology is evident in the use
of a mixed methods pragmatist approach, which does not either
imply or anticipate research questions but rather recognises
human actions as a fundamental way of allowing the social
world to become meaningful. In this research project teacher
choices regarding engagement in trauma informed classroom
practice learning opportunities will allow for meaning to be
derived, and understood, as to what may influence teacher
engagement in learning opportunities.
The mixed methods paradigm also argues the importance of
obtaining interview and survey data, to inform the researcher of
barriers and enablers and possible future actions that may
improve and increase teacher engagement in training and
professional development opportunities, aimed at trauma
informed practice occurring in the classroom. This paper is
focused on study one of this mixed methods research project,
the qualitative study, consisting of teacher interviews.
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Figure 1
The framework for exploring roadblocks or barriers to mainstream teachers engaging in professional development in trauma informed
classroom pedagogy
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begins with qualitative research (Study 1) (Creswell, 2018). In
this research project, an inductive, or ‘bottom-up’, qualitative
method (Frith & Gleeson, 2004) is recommended to be used to
develop a comprehensive understanding of emerging themes
and patterns. In this instance, the perceptions of mainstream
teachers culminate and form the patterns and themes to be later
used in Study two and Study three. Qualitative research
methods are discussed by Crowe et al., (2015) as being oriented
towards making meaning so knowledge and insight into
complex areas can be better understood and assist in
contextualising subjective experiences (Fossey et al., 2002).
Thematic analysis facilitates the capturing of meaning from the
data. This method has the capacity to segment, organise and
compartmentalise qualitative data to allow a narrative to
illustrate commonalities, differences and understandings of
participant’s personal experiences, feelings, views, and
attitudes (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003). Vaismoradi et al., (2013)
discuss the importance of the research question needing to
reflect the values and principles of qualitative research ensuring
an emphasis on the participant’s subjective experience and
capturing the meaning. This is reflected in this project whereby
mainstream classroom teacher’s views and understandings of
roadblocks and enablers to engaging in professional
development opportunities are captured and analysed. This
question provides participants with the opportunities to discuss
the roadblocks and enablers that exist for them. Once the
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

interview process, the thematic analysis framework for
conceptualising relationships to determine common themes and
patterns along with differences has been applied (Crowe et al.,
2015).

METHOD
PARTICIPANTS

Participants were purposively sampled to maximise the
diversity in perspectives. Diversity was sought in regard to
gender, levels of teaching experience, school backgrounds
(included religious, community and non-religious schooling
types) and school community neighbourhoods (urban, rural).
Teachers were contacted via the school principals, and they
received correspondence explaining the purpose of the study
and an informed consent process followed by phone discussions
to answer any questions related to the study. The interview
questions focused on roadblocks and enablers that are evident
and influence teacher’s engagement in the learning process. All
four school principals invited staff to participate and all teachers
who demonstrated interest in the study consented.
Fifteen teachers from the four schools participated. The mean
age of the participants was 37 years, with the age range from 24
years to 60 years. Six participants were male teachers and the
number of years teaching ranged from two years to thirty-three
years. All fifteen teachers had interacted and were currently
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supporting children in their classrooms who have experienced
trauma through abuse and/or neglect.
INTERVIEWS

Semi-structured interviews were used in this study, allowing the
researcher to follow a set outline of topics with questions and
prompts in each section (Alston & Bowles, 2012). Informed
consent for participation in the interview was obtained from
each participant and interviews occurred via an intermediary
platform such as Zoom or Microsoft teams (MST), or phone
calls. Each interview was audio recorded and then transcribed
for analysis. In order to elicit rich, focused and meaningful data
the interview refinement framework (Castillo-Montoya, 2016)
was utilised as a guide to develop the interview schedule
ensuring the questions in the schedule were topic specific and
aligned with the research questions and facilitated the
construction of an inquiry-based conversation to develop a

narrative. The topics in the interview schedule (refer to Table
1) related to teaching experience, experiences with traumatised
students and their understanding of childhood trauma,
understanding and knowledge of trauma informed pedagogy,
willingness to implement trauma informed practice in the
classroom, willingness to engage in professional development
and training of trauma informed practice, and best mode of
delivery of professional development. Interview schedules were
reviewed by research officers within the Department of
Queensland Education. The interview schedule was piloted
with five mainstream classroom teachers prior to the interviews
for the study commencing. There were no required changes to
the interview questions following the piloting of the schedule.
The average interview duration was 64 mins, ranging from 55
mins to 80 minutes.

Table 1
Topic Guide for semi-structured interviews with mainstream classroom teachers
Type
General
D
D
D
D
D
Experience
I
I
F
I
I
I
I
I
School Protocols
I
F
I
F
Needs
I
I
I
F
F
I
I
F
Colleagues
I
F
I
F

Question
What has been your teaching journey so far?
What have been your teaching career highlights?
What have been your career challenges?
What is your age now?
What grade level are you teaching now?
What is your specific area of teaching interest?
What is your experience with regards to children and Trauma?
Can you provide an example? What did you do? How did you feel? How did the child respond? How did other children in the class react?
What stops or prevents you from helping those hardest to reach children?
What would make it easier for you as a teacher?
What is your understanding of developmental trauma?
How do you feel about those children in your class who make teaching challenging?
How do you feel about those children’s parents?
Does your school have a protocol with regards to trauma?
What does it look like? What do you think about it? What are the effects when using it with the child/class/parents/staff?
Have you guided families to seek mental health or family support?
Did the families take up the option of additional support? Did it help the child/Family?
Do you feel teachers are supported to learn about trauma informed pedagogical practices?
Would you be willing to implement trauma informed pedagogical practices in your classroom?
What would need to be different for you to embrace a trauma informed approach?
What would you need from your leadership team to implement trauma informed practices in your classroom?
What type of scenario would make you feel uncomfortable? What type of support would you need in those situations? Why do you think you may
have a sense of feeling uncomfortable?
What would be the best way for you to learn about how to use trauma informed practices?
To what extent would you require more information than you have now?
What prevents you from obtaining this information now?
How do you exchange information with colleagues regarding children and trauma?
How often does this occur? How does this exchange take place? Is it beneficial? Why?
How do you and your colleagues support each other?
What are your thoughts about this support? Would it be helpful if it occurred differently?

Note: Each interview included the first four questions regarding demographics (D). Interviewer completed the gender of participant. Each subsequent topic follow-up
questions were asked was discussed mostly with open ended introductory (I) questions and the narrative developed. Depending on the participant’s response the followup questions (F).

ANALYSIS

Each of the fifteen interviews were transcribed verbatim, with
the participant’s names being substituted with functional codes.
The transcriptions were then returned to the relative participant
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

requesting if the manuscript was an accurate reflection of the
interview responses. All manuscripts were returned indicating
accuracy. A data matrix evolved with examples of statements
made by the participants that was representative of a common
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element or theme. A pattern of responses from the interviews
became evident. This facilitated the researcher to begin
identifying patterns and describing themes that then progressed
into first order, second order and third order themes. Once the
emerging patterns became clearer the researcher coded the
interview transcripts into themes and sub-themes, the analysis
of the qualitative data occurred through a process consistent
with thematic analysis.
Inductive analysis of the data set using a thematic analysis
method allowed for themes to be identified. Inductive analysis
was selected (as opposed to a theoretical or deductive approach)
to ensure the form of thematic analysis was data-driven and that
the coding of the data occured without attempts to fit it into a
pre-existing coding frame or the researcher’s pre-conceptions
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). This was overseen by the co-authors
separate to the interviewer, as an auditing process to ensure any
biases in the interpretation and analysis of themes and patterns
were analysed objectively and interviewer’s biases managed.
The six-step process proposed by Braun & Clarke (2006) was
utilised to establish the themes that evolved from the
interviews. The six phases of analysis were used as guidelines
with elements of flexibility and was used as a recursive process
rather than a linear process whereby movement between the

Figure 2
Thematic Map

phases occurred (Ely et al., 1990). The six-step process
commenced with:
(i) Familiarisation with the data ensuring an immersion in the
data through the interview process to appreciate the depth and
breadth of content searching for meanings, patterns, and
concepts prior to commencing coding,
(ii)Transcribing of verbal data whereby the data gathered
through the fifteen interviews was transcribed into written form.
Lapadat & Lindsay (1999) believe this phase is an interpretive
phase where despite being time consuming and often viewed as
mechanical, it is a key phase of data analysis whereby meaning
is created. It was during this phase that the emerging patterns
began to become apparent.
(iii) Generating initial codes from the data whereby the codes
identified a feature of the data, allowing for data to be organised
into meaningful groups that formed the basis of repeated
patterns. Coding occurred through tagging and naming sections
of text with the use of colours within each data item
(iv) Searching for themes through sorting codes into potential
themes, analysing codes and considering how codes combine to
form over-arching themes and sub-themes (Braun & Clarke,
2006)
(v) Reviewing, defining, and naming themes through
development of a thematic data map (Figure 2) and a detailed
analysis of each individual theme and sub theme (Table 2).

Figure 2: Thematic Map
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Table 2
Theme Analysis
Theme: Child Centred
Focus

Theme: Mode of learning
specialised skills

Theme: Timely
communication related to
child

Theme: A teacher’s
emotional response linked
to outcomes for children

S/T: Unaware of child’s
needs

S/T: Recognition of the
need to acquire additional
pedagogical skills
~understanding impact of
trauma on learning/social
emotional /cognitive
development.

S/T: Changing
circumstances for the child
not communicated to
teacher.

S/T: Emotional capacity to
cope with trauma-based
behaviours

~ Not advised by leadership
of the child’s needs
~ Unaware of the child’s
needs
~ Unaware of impact of
trauma or adversity on child
~ Impact of trauma on the
child
~ Child’s history and impacts
on learning
~ Not informed about trauma
circumstances
~ Teachers often last to know
about changing
circumstances of child

~ Belief that children have
choices in responses
~ Unclear about child
developmental domains and
impacts from trauma and
adversity
~ don’t understand trauma
continuum
~ Minimal understanding of
types of trauma or harm
~ Unaware that training
would assist teachers
S/T: Layer of additional
school-based support
system

~ Incident awareness
~ Changes in family
dynamics, changing
residences, visitation,
medication diagnosis, care
and orders not communicated
to teacher.
~ Historical trauma not
communicated to teacher
~ Teacher Avoidance of
Issues
~ Poor attendance at case
reviews & planning meetings
by stakeholders
~ Mimimal/ absence of
support for FBA assessments
and reviews by Regional Ed
staff

~ PD is not enough
~ Supported application of
skills over time

~ Importance of being
informed of changes.
~ Absence of Collaboration

~ Teaching staff
overwhelmed with job
requirements.

~ Teacher confidence
~ Teacher competence

~ Skill development requires:
Coaching and mentoring,
case consultation with
support staff who understand
pedagogy, classroom
operations and dealing with
overwhelmed professionals
~ Possible Communities of
Practice

Understanding own
emotional responses to
challenging behaviours
~ Vicarious trauma leads to
high attrition rates and
burnout
~ Teachers are
compassionate and want to
help children but unaware of
how to.
~ Suspension of children
allows to teach better
behaved children

Theme: Principles of
Trauma Informed Care
integrated into school
culture
S/T: Application of trauma
informed care and practice
~ Holistic responses to a
child
~ Not causing further harm
through managing behaviours
~ Concept of Cumulative
harm is not recognised
~Inappropriate responses by
teachers can cause additional
harm
~ Teachers unaware of skill
required to manage traumabased behaviours
~ Teacher confidence

~ Student disengagement is a
worrying response

~ Teacher competence
S/T: Trauma Integration
needs to be the focus
~ Leadership is integral to
trauma responsive approach
~ Whole of school response
~ A school culture is
impactful for staff and
students
Trauma informed approach
needs to integrated into the
PBL across the school
community
~ Teacher confidence to
manage children facing
adversity
~ Children with trauma
behaviours are a low priority
for leadership
~ Allied Health professionals
to support the
implementation of new
practices
Support staff that are part of
the school culture
~ Focus is curriculum not
wellbeing

Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

57

Journal of Graduate Education Research
Roadblocks and Enablers for Teacher Engagement in Professional Development Opportunities Aimed at Supporting Trauma-Informed Classroom
Pedagogical Practice
Collier, Bryce, Trimmer, and Krishnamoorthy

RESULTS

All fifteen teachers interviewed spoke of having current and
former students in their classrooms who have experienced
childhood trauma. These traumatic experiences consisted of
exposure to domestic violence, parents with significant mental
health concerns, care neglect, supervisory neglect and medical
neglect, parents incarcerated, and other types of maltreatment
and polyvictimisations that are consistent with homelessness,
experiences of war, knife and gun violence, community
violence, removal into care and multiple placement breakdowns
and forced placement and community changes. The teachers
all discussed their narrative related to struggles they have with
challenging behaviours in the classroom and for many of the
more experienced teachers, the intensity and frequency of
challenging behaviours has escalated in the past five years. The
teachers all felt the students have a choice in their behavioural
responses and that suspension and expulsion is the only option
within the current education system in Queensland when the
school rules are breached. Participant four (P4) stated:
“Schools are not set up to deal with these kids who
consistently flaunt with the rules that keeps others
safe, they need time away through suspension, it’s the
only way..”
Another participant (P6) in their interview discussed:
“ This child bought a toy gun into school and I thought
it was a real gun, it was very scary and thankfully the
child was expelled, I then left teaching for a long
period, I was so traumatised.”
All fifteen teachers showed high levels of compassion for
children who have a trauma background and all the teachers
interviewed felt they were unable to help as they don’t have the
skills or the time to know how best to manage these children
and their needs in the classroom. One teacher (P3) stated:
“These kids are a forgotten population, they are
disregarded because they are too hard and teachers
are so overwhelmed with the job of teaching and
managing all of the other things that we need to tick
off, it almost becomes a relief when they are
suspended, just to have a moment to breathe”.
All the teachers interviewed commented on the increasing
demand on teachers to accommodate for the social and
emotional needs of students. All fifteen teachers described the
time and effort expended on such support and this took away
from teaching the academic curriculum.
“My colleagues and I feel like we should have studied
to become pseudo-psychologists who occasionally
teach the curriculum, many of the students have such
complex needs and we can’t get the parents on board,
so we are left to deal with big emotions and big
problems and most teachers just don’t have the skills
to deal with that’.(P9)
The most prominent themes in the participant’s narratives
reflected a lack of competence and confidence in dealing with
children with trauma and secondly, with how the current
education system needs to be adapted to cope with the training
requirements of teachers to learn the skills and acquire the
knowledge to deal effectively with children with exposure to
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

potentially traumatic circumstances. The core themes described
in greater detail below relate to:
(i) Child centred focus and conflicting demands
(ii) Timely professional development related to a child
(iii) A teacher’s emotional response to childhood trauma
(iv) Principles of Trauma Informed Care integrated into school
culture
(v) Mode of learning specialised skills
CHILD CENTRED FOCUS AND CONFLICTING DEMANDS

A large proportion of the interviewees struggled with the
conflicting notion that the teaching role is quickly becoming
much larger and more demanding with not only needing to
deliver curriculum but needing to have a significant focus on
social-emotional skill development. Whilst all the interviewees
expressed compassion for the child’s circumstances, they felt
they were ill-equipped with the skills and knowledge to manage
the mental health concerns of many of the students they teach.
A large proportion of the interviewees spoke of feeling a
significant lack of confidence, awareness, and competence in
meeting the individual needs of children who have suffered
maltreatment and other adversities. A sub-theme that emerged
across several core themes, including the child centred focus
and conflicting demands core theme was awareness of a child’s
needs and required supports. A common narrative throughout
the interviews was teachers were not informed by their
leadership team of the child’s needs and they were unsure as to
what supports the child requires, they were not included in case
meetings, were often not advised by external agencies when a
significant event happened for the child such as a removal into
statutory care or a placement breakdown with foster or kinship
carers. Teachers discussed that whilst they don’t need specific
details of the past trauma, an understanding as events unfold
and past adversities assist with managing the child in an
environment such as a classroom and being confident to seek
out professional skill development to meet the child’s needs.
One teacher stated:
“It’s really tough when a child in my class has been
exposed to a significant incident such as a drug raid,
a violent domestic incident that involved emergency
services, removal from the family home into care, a
parent incarcerated to name a few, and as the child’s
teacher I am not informed, so when the kid kicks off I
feel annoyed and frustrated at him and am illequipped to respond with any specialised skills, there
is just no context around the behaviour and I am
unaware that the behaviour is occurring because of
trauma. This lack of awareness is a real barrier to
knowing I need to engage in targeted professional
learning” (P12).
Many of the interviewees discussed their preference for a child
centred response and focus, however, fail to see how that is
possible with current workloads, extra curricula demands by the
leadership team, and pressure to have students achieve
academic outcomes. A significant number of interviewees were
clear that their preference is to be responsive to a child’s
specific needs and engage in development of their own
understanding and practice. It is apparent from the interviews
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that resources and requirements of teachers in mainstream
schools are not adequately suited to the social-emotional needs
of students. This may be particularly the case for students with
mental health and trauma-related concerns. A teacher
expressed in their interview the following:
“I work really hard to ensure I have good lessons
planned, and that the majority of the children in my
class are exposed to the required content from the
curriculum, I don’t physically have the time or the
energy to be child focused with specific students and
to go off and learn about how I can help them, there is
nowhere near enough resource staff, those key staff
who know about trauma and mental health, it’s just
not doable for teachers in the current school system to
be child focused on one child, what happens to the rest
of the kids if I do focus on just the one kid” (P13).
TIMELY PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT RELATED TO A
CHILD WITH TRAUMA

Interviewees discussed how at times any communication
related to the child’s current circumstances, needs, history or
information pertaining to what strategies work or don’t work is
inaccessible. The interviewees discussed the lack of awareness
that teachers have in general around understanding how trauma
impacts a child and mostly have minimal awareness of if a
child’s behaviour is due to past or current trauma. Sub-themes
of this core theme includes the awareness of student’s
circumstances and awareness of student’ s changing needs.
In the context of this study, interviewees discussed how if they
were made aware of the child’s circumstances they feel at a loss
as to what to do to support the child in the classroom and the
school context in general. Teachers discussed how sending the
children out of the room to the office or the neighbouring
teacher’s classroom as a punishment for poor behaviour choices
during the lesson is the only response, they feel they have
available to them. There was thirteen of the fifteen interviewees
who overwhelmingly stated they are mostly unaware of the
children’s circumstances and don’t feel a sense of compassion
or empathy for the child, rather annoyance and frustration at the
child’s behaviour. The lack of communication hinders teachers
recognising the cause of the challenging behaviour and the
child’s struggles with regulation; therefore, the teacher is often
unaware they need to learn additional skills and strategies to
support a child in their classroom. These sub-themes related to
this overall core theme are a common thread throughout the
narratives in this study and is a significant barrier to teachers
engaging in trauma informed professional development. This
theme is illustrated in the following comment from a teacher:
“Unbeknown to me this boy had experienced abuse
from an uncle, was removed and placed with his
grandmother where the uncle then visited and further
abused him and then the boy was placed into a foster
care placement, all in the one month and I didn’t find
out till seven months later when I ran into the
grandmother in a shopping centre, no-one told the
school or me and when I reflect on that time his
behaviour became very difficult from that point
onwards. It would have been good to know, although I
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have no idea what I would have done differently for
him and as it is I didn’t know that I even needed to go
and learn about how to help him.” (P7)
TEACHER’S EMOTIONAL RESPONSES TO CHILDHOOD
TRAUMA LINKED TO CHOICES ABOUT PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT

Throughout the interviews an over-riding core theme was how
teachers feel about the issue of children being abused and
neglected. Interviewees discussed feeling emotional and fearful
about how they would respond if a child disclosed abuse to
them. Interviewees discussed how they manage challenging
behaviours is to believe its due to a neurological disorder such
as autism, ADHD or intellectual or learning delay rather than
considering the behaviour could be due to experiences of abuse
or neglect. Seven interviewees spoke of how children in their
classroom had diagnosed conditions and had never considered
that these diagnoses could be related to trauma experiences.
A sub-theme of this core theme is the teacher’s emotional
capacity to cope with training and professional development
that is linked to childhood abuse and neglect. Interviewees
related the reason for not engaging in professional development
is that they often don’t know the children in their classrooms
have experienced trauma and secondly, interviewees discussed
how they are overwhelmed with getting through the volume of
work they are given and don’t believe they have the emotional
resilience to cope with the content this training topic would
potentially raise. One teacher stated:
“It’s enough trying to cope with the behaviours and
having pressure to get the students to a certain
academic standard, I know I wouldn’t have the energy,
time or headspace to start learning or attending
classes or training on childhood trauma, it is just too
much to ask of teachers.”(P5)
Interviewees were cognizant of the complexity of the child
protection system and feel it significantly lets children and
families down. Some interviewees discussed how emotional
they have felt in the past when they have reported concerns to
the child protection authorities and believed there is no action
or response. Interviewees discussed how they feel their
responsibility has ceased once they have made the report.
Interviewees feel that the emotional toll that occurs when a
decision is made to report to child protection services is
significant and it would be helpful if a collaborative partnership
was to exist where teachers were included in the outcomes for
the child rather than simply no response or communication
being forthcoming. Interviewees discussed an enabler to
understanding the child protection sector and the impacts of
trauma on children would be the appointment of a designated
role in each school to assist in managing the relationships with
the child protection authorities and to be available to assist the
teachers with pedagogical practice to support the child whom
they have reported to the Department of Child Protection.
Teachers discussed the inconsistent approach across and within
schools where sometimes child protection matters are managed
in part by the Head of Special Education, the Guidance Officer,
the Deputy Principal or Principal so that accessing additional
help and support for the child in the classroom is not attainable.
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“Anything to do with kids that need to be reported to
child protection sits with a number of senior staff and
its kind of an add on to their current roles, its never a
focus with the one person having key relationships
with child protection staff, there is no opportunity to
develop collaborative partnerships with the
Department of Child Safety and so teachers don’t
really know who to talk to about learning skills to help
the student with problems as no one makes it a
priority.”(P7)
PRINCIPLES OF TRAUMA INFORMED CARE INTEGRATED
INTO SCHOOL CULTURE

The impact of trauma on children is diverse depending on
factors such as who perpetrated the trauma, the type of trauma,
frequency, severity and duration of the trauma experience and
the protective and risk factors that may exist in a child’s life.
These elements are important to consider when understanding
why a child is reacting and responding to perceived threats in
the school context. The interviewees were largely unaware and
did not have a knowledge base regarding these key elements.
Nine of the fifteen teachers interviewed discussed the desire to
know more about childhood trauma so they had a basic
understanding of the possible presentations they have
encountered with students both historically and currently in
their classrooms who have suffered abuse or neglect. Some of
the impacts they were able to be described included sensory
issues, heightened states of arousal or withdrawn presentations.
Developmental delay and learning problems, frequent fatigue
and poor health, inattention, poor peer and adult relationships,
speech and language difficulties and violence and aggression
were also mentioned.
A common theme throughout the interviews was the
recognition that teachers needed additional training and
development to manage this array of problems that students in
their classrooms were presenting with. This presents as a subtheme of this core theme which is described as recognition of
the need to acquire additional pedagogical skills. Twelve of
the fifteen interviewees discussed a narrative that suggests
teachers are unwilling to access additional education outside of
their day-to-day role and believe it would be more beneficial if
on-the job training and support were offered. The interviewees
discussed enablers that may assist teachers developing the
required skill set and include a number of suggestions that
would enable timely access and an integrated service response
to students and to support teachers’ professional development.
Such suggestions included:
• A school-based hub or centre where inter-disciplinary
Allied health professionals such as Speech
Pathologists and Occupational Therapists could
support students with delays in development along
with supporting classroom-based strategies to assist
students;
• Social workers to be present in the hub to assist with
children who were unwashed, dirty and have an odour
that alienates them from peers and who are often still
in the same clothes as previous days, along with being
hungry and tired so the child could be supported with
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

shower facilities, food and able to rest if required. The
social workers could also be available to mange child
protection matters and improve school relationships
with the child protection authorities and external
agencies along with liaising with parents and
caregivers;
• Psychologists present in the hub or centre to assist
students with mental health concerns and support
parents and carers who are reluctant to engage with
therapies outside of the school context.
• An educator to assist teaching staff with trauma
informed practice interventions in the classrooms and
in the playground, during transition time and before
and after school.
Several interviewees raised the concern of teachers being
perceived as an important agent of change and the need to be
responsive to the changing landscape of the community, despite
the current workload and the strategic direction of the
Education Department and the individual school often not
reflecting the same strategic focus.
“There is a school and Departmental focus in
Queensland on STEM, literacy and robotics, not on
trauma or mental health so we work hard to achieve
the outcomes based on the strategic directions given,
there is not much more room to be focusing on
anything else, we need more resources and help to be
able to support these poor kids who have been abused
and neglected.”(P2)
A narrative that was consistent throughout the interviews was
the interviewees didn’t recognise there exists strategies,
practice approaches and frameworks that could assist and
support them to manage children in their classrooms who
demonstrated trauma-based behaviours. The sub-theme of
recognising the need to acquire different skills, learn new
knowledge and develop new beliefs and values related to
childhood trauma was consistent throughout the interviews.
The narrative from the interviews has resulted from
assumptions based on the behaviourist views learnt in preservice training that the behaviour/consequence approach is
their only option for managing the behaviours of traumatised
children. A response from an interviewee that portrayed this
view was:
“Teachers hear about these fluffy approaches that
allows naughty kids to get away with abhorrent
behaviours and frankly I don’t have time for the fluff
and when I’m in the throes of day-to-day teaching and
managing bad behaviours I don’t have any inclination
to change what I do, it’s the student who needs to
change what they are doing, make a different choice
or there is a significant consequence. I have no idea
what these alternatives strategies are and why should
I, I have done the training to be a teacher, I’ve got the
certificate. My approach is treating the kids like my
customers, if they don’t like the service I’m providing,
then is up to them to go elsewhere.” (P6)
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MODE OF LEARNING SPECIALISED SKILLS

A common thread throughout the interviews was discussions
regarding what would serve as enablers for teachers to learning
skills to support students in their classrooms who have
experienced adverse experiences. A consistent response was
based around the sub-themes of learning the skills whilst
applying the trauma informed strategies, frameworks, and
approaches. This sub-theme of integration of traumainformed care and practice training was clearly
communicated with interviewees overwhelmingly discussing
the mode of learning needing to be on-the-job. A number of
possible methods for how schools could structure this learning
were offered in the interviews and consisted of schools having
a number of discipline specific experts place based in the school
settings that constituted an additional layer of support to
teachers. This second sub-theme, layer of additional schoolbased support was consistently suggested by the interviewees.
A summary of the specific strategies suggested by the
interviuewees for enabling the additional layer of school-based
support consisted of:
• In-class teacher mentoring and coaching and frequent
constructive feedback (P10, P15, P7, P8)
• Frequent and ongoing whole of school professional
development sessions that are scaffolded to support
learning and trauma integration across all staff and
faculties (P5, P7, P15, P9, P12).
• Regular peer based consultative sessions in school
time whereby specific cases are analysed and practice
suggestions are brainstormed and applied, this needs
to be led by a trauma/education expert, so all levels of
leadership and teaching staff receive the same
information (P6, P7, P12, P14, P3, P8)
• Regular peer support sessions whereby the risk
associated with the student’s behaviour is shared in an
effort to reduce the isolation for teachers.
Interviewees discussed teacher stress and burn-out and
why attribution rates are often due to teachers feeling
they are left to deal with the student alone with
minimal support as it is seen the student “belongs” to
a particular teacher due to being in that teacher’s
classroom for that year (P15, P13, P11, P9, P8, P3,
P1).
• Community of practice whereby cross pollination of
skills are shared with teachers from other schools in
the district to share the expert advice, therapeutic
activities and strategies and common special days and
events such as staff development, guest speakers and
Integrated Allied health support recommendations and
training (P2, P4, P7, P12, P13, P15.)
The sub-theme of trauma integration across the school
setting was a consistent narrative across all fifteen interviews.
The concept of a trauma integrated approach as discussed by
the interviewees consisted of safety for all staff, students and
parents as a school community and practices such as recovery
and healing from trauma for the students could occur, where
client agency and collaboration was common practice and
empowermenmt, strength and resilience by students, staff and
parents are
core element within the school culture.
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

Interviewees discussed the importance of any approach to their
professional learning and enhancement of skill development
being driven from leadership, both departmentally as a strategic
pillar and from the school leadership team. Much of the
narratives surrounding this sub-theme discussed individual
teachers feeling frustration and a sense of defeat when they
consider additional development and learning. Interviewees
discussed the distress felt when supporting students with a
trauma history in a different way to the traditional
behaviour/consequence approach, only for the child to then be
suspended for a misdemeanour when on break time or in a
specialist lesson with a different teacher. One teacher
commented:
“It’s useless thinking that any change in approach can
be achieved by a handful of teachers without the
support from the top, it doesn’t work, teachers don’t
even try anymore, and they don’t want to spend their
time learning new approaches because the leadership
team have other agendas and things on their minds”.
(P15)

DISCUSSION
This study uncovers a largely understudied topic related to the
barriers and enablers for mainstream classroom primary school
teacher’s engagement in professional development of trauma
informed classroom pedagogical practices. The Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) (2021) recently
released figures whereby 174,700 children nationally received
child protection services in 2019-2020. The report discusses 3%
of all children aged 0-17 years are supported by child protection
service systems (AIHW, 2021). An additional 40,200 children
nationally aged 0-17 years were involved with Intensive Family
Support services where the families were at risk of entering or
re-entering the child protection system (AIHW, 2021). Of these
40, 200 children, 36% were children aged under five years
(AIHW, 2021). All of these children have been exposed to
significant trauma experiences to qualify for a tertiary or pretertiary child protection intervention or assessment. These
children are those that attend educational facilities and are
engaging with mainstream classroom teachers. It has been
acknowledged throughout the literature that teachers offer an
important opportunity to aid in a child’s recovery and healing
from their exposure to adversity and trauma (Rolfsnes and
Idsoe, 2011; Bryce, 2018; Bomber, 2020; Golding et al., 2021).
In this current study the need for further professional
knowledge and know-how and the barriers and enablers for this
to occur have been explored in a qualitative design with semistructured interviews. Despite some of the mainstream
classroom teachers who were interviewed using some skills that
are trauma informed, the main finding was the teachers believed
there are many barriers to why they are not able to engage with
professional development and training in trauma informed
pedagogy. There are five core themes that are related to both
barriers and enablers of teachers accessing professional
development of trauma informed practice are qualify as either
teacher attitudes and behaviours or system constraints.
The five core themes consist of child centred approach and
conflicting demands, timely professional development related
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to a child with trauma, teachers’ emotional responses linked to
choices regarding professional development, principles of
trauma informed care being integrated into school culture and
the mode of learning specialised skills. These core themes
highlight that barrier for engaging in development of trauma
informed practice are perceived by teachers as existing at the
broader departmental and school level, not only at the
individual teacher level. Teachers discussed the perceived
constraints as universal across the education sector whereby
overwhelmed teachers are navigating their way through the
increasing curriculum demands, high workloads, large class
sizes and a multitude of extra-curricula tasks and duties. The
narratives in the interviews discuss the magnitude of
challenging student behaviours and often the teacher is unaware
that trauma is the cause and are left to try and manage the
behaviour of the student on their own.
The discussions in the interviews related to teachers believing
the leadership within the Department and at the school level
needed to embrace a trauma informed culture across the school
for any professional development in trauma informed practice
to occur and then for those skills to be implemented. Another
significant barrier that was raised in the narratives was the
emotional burden and toll of learning about the impacts of
childhood trauma and other adverse experiences. The
interviewees discussed the balance involved in being resilient
when learning about childhood trauma and harm to children and
caring about the well-being of the child. A number of
interviewees discussed feeling triggered by hearing about
childhood adversity and preferred to not know when a child has
experienced harm or what the impacts of harm to the child can
be. Discussions related to not being able to support a child due
to not having the skills or knowledge or other professionals
available to them to ask advice or to seek support from. Some
interviewees spoke of not being able to separate the demands of
the teaching role when returning to their personal lives
following their day at work. They feel the demands of the
teaching role are significant and when needing to support the
mental health of a child added to the toll of the role
exponentially.
Several teachers who participated in the study spoke of the need
for more training and support in providing psychosocial support
to students. Teachers in this study discussed the perceived
enablers that would support engagement in professional
learning about childhood trauma and trauma informed
pedagogy. A main theme was a focus on development of key
skills, understanding frameworks of practice and the
application of theories such as attachment and trauma theory
needing to be a whole of school approach. This involved
enabling teachers to be relieved from class to engage in
consultations regarding children, acquisition of knowledge,
development of plans, support, and assistance with classroombased strategies by key allied health and expert trauma
consultants that are place based in the school setting. The
interviewees who suggested these enabling factors suggested a
centre or hub based on the school grounds were the key resource
staff could be well-integrated into the school culture and be
aware of the specific needs of each child who presents with
trauma-based behaviours. Another suggestion for enabling
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

teachers to engage in development and training of trauma-based
expertise is a classroom-based mentoring, coaching and
feedback loops whereby the expert trauma educator along with
allied health professionals attend the classroom, model
strategies, and provide supportive and constructive feedback to
teachers on an ongoing basis. Techniques, strategies, and skills
learnt through consultative processes outside of the classroom
can be applied with the help and support of a trauma educator
until the confidence and competence of the teacher is achieved.
Due to previous quantitative studies demonstrating that teacher
attitudes toward implementing psycho-social tasks being
mediated by their feelings of confident and competence (Kos,
Richdale and Hay, 2006), it makes sense that teachers be
supported in the classroom by expert discipline specific
practitioners until the teacher is able to develop a sense of
certainty in their own capacity to apply the frameworks and
implement the strategies. A number of interviewees discussed
the community of practice approach whereby a number of
schools have staff designated times they come together for
shared learnings in areas such as literacy, STEM or other
curriculum areas. The interviewees discussed the importance of
ensuring these days go ahead as the pastoral care component
along with the sharing of resources and key strategies to support
their pedagogical practice was beneficial. The interviewees
suggested a community of practice approach may be useful for
trauma informed pedagogical practice learnings. This approach
is well supported in the literature with Goodyear and Casey
(2013) discussing the importance of teachers often being caught
in the innovation without change mode where new strategies,
knowledge and awareness occurs, however, this does not
translate into the classroom. Community of practice models
address and encourage a reconsideration of traditional
pedagogy and supports teachers moving beyond the
honeymoon period of implementation.
The suggestions that have been made by the interviewees in this
study of their views and perception of enablers for mainstream
classroom teachers to engage in professional development and
training of trauma informed classroom pedagogy are in line
with addressing the research to practice gap that is evident in
many disciplines including education (Valentino and Juanico,
2020). Teachers often are made aware of best practice
frameworks through one off or a short series of whole of school
professional development presentations, however, the transfer
of knowledge is often not integrated into their teaching practice
in the classroom (Valentino and Juanico, 2020; Goodyear and
Casey, 2013; Perry, Walton, and Calder, 1999). The literature
discusses how Community of Practice opportunities,
mentoring, coaching and on-the-job support by discipline
experts assist in teachers valuing opportunities to learn from
one another, to set their own professional development agenda,
and have time to plan, experiment, and reflect on their teaching
practices. The strategies proposed as enablers to support teacher
engagement in learning are further supported by Tseng and Kuo
(2014) as they discuss the prosocial commitment to improving
practice, strengthening ties with colleagues which assists in
reducing stress, vicarious trauma and burnout of teachers as
self-efficacy reflects a mediating effect on knowledge sharing
and pastoral care supports.

62

Journal of Graduate Education Research
Roadblocks and Enablers for Teacher Engagement in Professional Development Opportunities Aimed at Supporting Trauma-Informed Classroom
Pedagogical Practice
Collier, Bryce, Trimmer, and Krishnamoorthy

This study adds to the literature through the focus of discovery
on an under-researched topic of barriers and enablers for
mainstream primary school teachers engaging in professional
development on trauma-informed classroom pedagogy.
However, several limitations should be kept in mind when
reviewing the outcomes of this qualitative study. Firstly, the
study was inclusive of fifteen teachers from three Queensland
based state primary schools in south-western Queensland. One
of the schools is a rural based school, whereas the other two are
in a more metropolitan region. The results may be indicative of
the views and experiences of mainstream primary teachers and
it would be valuable to determine if the themes and sub-themes
were representative of a larger sample size of mainstream
primary school teachers. Secondly, whilst maximum diversity
of mainstream primary school teachers was sought, this study
relied on teacher’s willingness to participate. The views of
teachers who may not be interested in childhood trauma and
psychosocial supports may be under-represented.
A future recommendation from this study is for replication
through a quantitative study to allow identification of views and
opinions related to this research topic. The findings of this
study do provide an opportunity for a framework to be
developed to support teacher learnings and a shared knowledge
base along with lessening the gap between research and
classroom practice. This may be further facilitated by having a
clear protocol and policy for what is expected from teachers
with regard to their professional development plan. In addition,
the identified themes and sub-themes could provide a basis to
be used by school leadership teams and Departmental strategic
committees to systematically explore strengths and challenges
of teaching staff with tailored advice, modelling, coaching and
feedback loops along with opportunities for localised
communities of practice to occur.
REFERENCES

Alisic, E., Bus, M., Dulack, W., Pennings, L., & Splinter, J.
(2012). Teachers' experiences supporting children after
traumatic exposure. Journal of Traumatic Stress, 25 (1), 98101. https://doi.org/10.1002/jts.20709
Anda, R. F., Felitti, V. J., Bremner, J. D.., Whitfield, C., Perry,
B. D. (2006). The enduring effects of abuse and related
adverse experiences in childhood: A convergence of
evidence from neurobiology and epidemiology. European
Archives of Psychiatry and Clinical Neuroscience, 256,
174-186.https://doiorg.ezproxy.usq.edu.auy/10.1007/s0040
6-005-0624-4
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, (2021). Child
protection Australia 2019–20. Child welfare series no. 74.
Cat. no. CWS 78. Canberra: AIHW.
Blaustein, M. (2013). Childhood trauma and a framework for
intervention. In Rossen, E., & Hulls, E. (Eds.), Supporting
and educating traumatised students: A guide for schoolbased professionals. 3-21. New York, NY: Oxford
University Press.
Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in
psychology, Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3 (2), 77101, DOI: 10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

Bryce, I. (2018). Cumulative risk and harm: The condition of
accumulation in child maltreatment. Communities, Children
and Families Australia, 12(1), 7–22.
Buchanan, J., Prescott, A., Schuck, S., Aubusson, P.,
& Burke, P. (2013). Teacher retention and attrition: Views
of early career teachers. Australian Journal of Teacher
Education, 38, 112–129
Chafouleas, S. M., Koriakin, T. A., Roundfield, K. D.,
Overstreet, S., (2018). Addressing childhood trauma in
school settings: A framework for evidence based practice.
Springerlink doi: 10.1007/s12310-108-9256-5
Castillo-Montoya, M. (2016). Preparing for interview research:
The interview protocol refinement framework. The
Qualitative Report. 21(5), 811-831. https://doi.org/10.
46743/2160-3715/2016.2337
Cole, S., Eisner, A., Gregory, M., & Ristuccia, J. (2013).
Helping traumatised children learn: Creating and
advocating for trauma-sensitive schools. Massachusetts
Advocates for Children.
Collier, S., Bryce, I., Trimmer, K., & Krishnamoorthy, G.
(2020). Evaluating frameworks for practice in mainstream
primary school classrooms catering for children with
developmental
trauma:
An
analysis
of
the
literature. Children Australia, 45(4), 258-265. doi:10.10
17/cha.2020.53
Craig, S. E. (2008). Reaching and teaching children who hurt:
Strategies for your classroom. Brookes Publishing Co.
Crowe, M., Inder, M. and Porter R. (2015). Conducting
qualitative research in mental health: Thematic and content
analyses. Australian & New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry.
49 (7) 616-623. doi:10.1177/0004867415582053
Diamond, A. (2010). The evidence base for improving school
outcomes by addressing the whole child and by addressing
skills and attitudes, not just content. Early Education and
Development, 21 (5), 780-793. https://doi.org/10.1080/10
409289.2010.514522
Denzin, N.K. and Lincoln, Y. S. (Eds.), (2003). Turning points
in qualitative research. Rowman & Littlefield Publishers.
Dillman Carpentier, F.R., Mauricio, A.M., Gonzales, N.A.,
Millsap, R.E., Meza., C.M., Dumka, L.E, German, M.
Genalo, M.T. (2007). Engaging Mexican OIrigin families
on a school-based preventative intervention. Journal of
Primary Prevention 28, 521-546 doi: 10.1007/s10935-0070110-z
Bomber, L. M. (2020). Know me to teach me: Differentiated
discipline for those recovering from adverse childhood
experiences. Worth Publishing Ltd.
Domitrovich, C., Bradhsaw, C., Greenberg, M., Embry, D.,
Poduska, J., & Ialongo, N. (2010). Integrated models of
school-based prevention: Logic and theory. Psychology in
the Schools 74 (1), 71–84. https://doi.org/10.1002/pits
Evans, S., Stephan, S., & Sugai, G. (2014). Advancing research
in school mental health: Introduction of a special issue on
key issues in research. School Mental Health. Springer New
York LLC. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12310-014-9126-8
Ewing, R., & Manuel, J. (2005). Retaining early career
teachers in the profession: New teacher narratives. Change:
Transformation Education, 8, 1–16

63

Journal of Graduate Education Research
Roadblocks and Enablers for Teacher Engagement in Professional Development Opportunities Aimed at Supporting Trauma-Informed Classroom
Pedagogical Practice
Collier, Bryce, Trimmer, and Krishnamoorthy

Felitti, V., Anda, R., Nordenberg, D., Williamson, D., Spitz, A.,
Edwards, V., Koss, M., & Marks, J. (1998). Relationship of
childhood abuse and household dysfunction to many of the
leading causes of death on adults: The adverse childhood
experiences (ACES) study. American Journal of
Preventative Medicine, 14 (4), 245–258.
Flay, B., Biglan, A., Boruch, R., Castro, F., Gottfredson, D.,
Kellam, S., Ji, P. (2005). Standards of evidence: Criteria for
efficacy, effectiveness and dissemination. Prevention
Science, 6(3), 151-175. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11121005-5553y
Frith, H., & Gleeson, K. (2004). Clothing & embodiment: Men
managing body image & appearance. Psychology of Men
and Masculinity, 5, 40–48.
Fossey, E., Harvey, C., Mcdermott, F., Davidson, L. (2002).
Understanding
and
evaluating
qualitative
research. Australian & New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry.
36 (6), 717-732. doi:10.1046/j.1440-1614.2002.01100.x
Ely, M., Vinz, R., Downing, M., & Anzul, M. (1997). On
Writing qualiitative research: Living by words. London:
Routledge/Falmer
Goldkuhl, G. (2004). Meanings of pragmatism: Ways to
conduct information systems research. Department of
Computer and Information Science. Linkoping University
Sweden
Golding, K. S., Phillips, S., and Bomber, L. M. (2021). Working
with relational trauma in schools: An educators guide to
using dyadic developmental practice. Jessica Kingsley
Publishers.
Goodyear, V.A., and Casey, A. (2015). Innovation with
change: Developing a community of practice to help
teachers move beyond the ‘honeymoon’ of pedagogical
renovation, Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 20
(2), 186-203, doi: 10.1080/17408989.2013.817012
Higgins, D. J., and McCabe, M. P. (1998). Parent perceptions
of maltreatment and adjustment in children. Journal of
Family Studies, 4 (1), 53-76.
Higgins, D. J., and McCabe, M. P. (2001). Multiple forms of
child abuse and neglect: Adult retrospective reports.
Aggression and Violent Behavior, 6 (6), 547–578.
Hong, J. Y. (2010). Pre-service and beginning teachers’
professional identity and its relation to dropping out of the
profession. Teaching and Teacher Education, 26, 1530–
1543. doi: 10.1016/j.tate.2010.06.003
Ingersoll, R. M. (2001). Teacher turnover and teacher
shortages:
An
organisational
analysis. American
Educational Research Journal, 38, 499–534. doi: 10.310
2/00028312038003499
Jennings, P. A. (2018). The trauma-sensitive classroom:
Building resilience with compassionate teaching. W. W.
Norton & Company, Inc
Jennings, P.A. and Greenberg, M.T. (2009). The prosocial
classroom: Teacher social emotional competence in relation
to student and classroom outcomes. Review of Educational
Research. 79 (1), 491-525. doi:10.3102/0034654308325693
Lapadat, J.C., and Lindsay, A. C. (1999). Transcription in
research and Practice: From standardisation of technique to
interpretative positionings. Qualitative Inquiry, 5 (1), 64-86
Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

McGrew, K. (2016). The dangers of pipeline thinking: How the
school to prison pipeline metaphor squeezes out complexity.
Educational Theory. 66 (3) 341-367 https://doi.org/10
.1111/edth.12173
Menschner, C., & Maul, A. (2016). Key ingredients for
successful trauma-informed care implementation. Trenton:
Center for Health Care Strategies, Incorporated.
Milburn, C. (2011). More teachers, but fewer staying the
course. The Sydney Morning Herald. Retrieved November
21.
Mittleman, J. (2018). A downward spiral? Childhood
suspension and the path to juvenile arrest. Sociology of
Education. 91 (3). https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0038040
718784603
Moore, S., Scott, J., Ferrari, A., Mills, R., Dunne, M., Erskine,
H. and Norman, R. (2015). Burden attributable to child
maltreatment in Australia. Child Abuse and Neglect, 48,
208–220. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.05.006
Nicholson, J., Perez, L., and Kurtz, J. (2019). Trauma-informed
practices for early childhood educators: Relationship-based
approaches that support healing and build resilience in
young children. Routledge.
Overstreet, S., and Chafouleas, S. M. (2016). Introduction to the
special issue. School Mental Health, 8, 1-6.
Panlilio, C. C. (Ed.), (2019). Trauma-informed schools:
Integrating child maltreatment prevention, detection and
intervention. Springer University Press.
Patton, M. Q. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and research
methods (2nd ed.). Sage. spss
Reeves, J. and Mare, L. L (2017). Supporting teachers in
relational pedagogy and social emotional education: A
qualitative exploration. The International Journal of
Emotional Education. 9 (1) 85-98
Kos, J. M., Richdale, A. L. and Hay, D. A. (2006). Children
with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and their
teachers: A review of the literature, International Journal of
Disability, Development and Education, 53 (2), 147160. DOI: 10.1080/10349120600716125
Rolfsnes, E.S., Idsoe, T. (2011). School based intervention
programs for PTSD symptoms: A review and meta-analysis.
Journal of Traumatic Stress 24 (2), 155-165
Sampson, R. J. and Laub, J. H. (1997). A life course theory of
cumulative disadvantage and the stability of delinquency. In
Thornberry, T.P.(Ed.), Developmental Theories of Crime &
Delinquency. (pp 133-148). Transaction Publishers
Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1998). Basics of qualitative research:
grounded theory procedures and techniques. Sage
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration.
(2014). SAMHSA’s concept of trauma and guidance for a
trauma-informed approach. Rockville, MD
Thomas, M. S., Crosby, S., and Vanderhaar, J. (2019). Trauma
informed practices in schools across two decades: An
interdisciplinary review of research. Review of research in
Education. 43, 422-452 doi: 10.3102/0091732X18821123
Tseng, F. and Kuo, F. (2014). A study of social participation
and knowledge sharing in the teachers' online professional
community of practice. Computers & Education. 72, 37-47,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2013.10.005.

64

Journal of Graduate Education Research
Roadblocks and Enablers for Teacher Engagement in Professional Development Opportunities Aimed at Supporting Trauma-Informed Classroom
Pedagogical Practice
Collier, Bryce, Trimmer, and Krishnamoorthy

Vaismoradi, M., Turunen, H. and Bondas, T. (2013). Content
analysis and thematic analysis: Implications for conducting
a qualitative descriptive study. Nursing and Health
Sciences, 13 (3), https://doi.org/10.1111/nhs.12048
Valentino, A. L. and Juanico, J. F. (2020). Overcoming barriers
to applied research: A guide for practitioners. Behaviour
Analysis Practice, 13, 894–904. https://doi.org/10.1007
/s40617-020-00479-y
Waajid, B., Garner, P. W., and Owen, J. E. (2013). Infusing
social emotional learning into the teacher education
curriculum. International Journal of Emotional Education,
5 (2), 31-48 http://www.um.edu.mt/cres/ijee
Zubrick, S. R., Ward, K. A., Silburn, S. R. (2005). Prevention
of child behaviour problems through universal
implementation of a group behavioral family
intervention. Prevention Science, 6(4), 287-304. https://doi.
org/ 10 .1007/s11121-005-0013-2

ABOUT THE AUTHORS
Simone Collier is a Special Education teacher who has taught
in behaviour support and special Education and mainstream
settings for several years. Simone worked as a Deputy Principal
and as a Guidance Officer before moving into the Child
Protection sector. Simone is currently in a State Project
Manager role. Simone is deeply passionate about supporting
children with complex trauma and is currently engaged in her
doctorate research investigating the barriers and enablers for
mainstream classroom teachers to engage in professional
development of trauma informed classroom pedagogy.
Recently, Simone published her first children’s book, titled
“Jeremy’s Changing Family” which is focused on hearing the
voice of a little boy who is the biological child of foster carers.
Simone intends to provide consultancy services and support to
teachers and children with developmental trauma postgraduation.
Professor Karen Trimmer focus is leadership for community
capacity building, through research that impacts on education
and social justice policy and governance through professional
development and empowerment of leaders in education
organisations and communities. She currently works within the
Professional Studies program to develop leadership in practice
and with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander colleagues and
postgraduate students.
India Bryce is a Lecturer in the School of Education at USQ and
a specialist consultant in the field of child maltreatment,
specialising in cumulative harm. India has published books,
book chapters, and journal articles, including two co-edited
reference books, Child Abuse and Neglect: Forensic Issues in
Evidence, Impact and Management, and Child Sexual Abuse:
Forensic Issues in Evidence, Impact and Management. India’s
current research areas include cumulative harm, trauma
narratives, Trauma informed pedagogy, transgender youth and
juvenile justice, and separated parents and the education
system.
Dr. Govind Krishnamoorthy is a clinical psychologist and
senior lecturer at the University of Southern Queensland,
Australia. Dr. Krishnamoorthy’s research and clinical practice
focuses on improving mental health and educational outcomes
for children, youth and families from priority populations. He
has collaborated extensively with schools and a number of
health and child welfare services, in implementing systems
approaches for trauma informed and attachment sensitive
practices.

Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

65

EDITORIAL BOARD

Kendall D. Naceanceno
Editor-in-Chief

Kendall Naceanceno graduated from Harding University with a
B.S. in Molecular and Cellular Biology and M.A.T. in Secondary
Education. He is a middle school science teacher and is currently
finishing up an endorsement for Educational Administration. His
research interests include factors which influence student
behavior and achievement.

Alea Sweeting
Assistant Editor-in-Chief

Alea Sweeting is from Nassau Bahamas. She graduated from
Harding University in 2017 with her B.S. in psychology, and then
also completed her M.S. and Ed.S. through Harding’s graduate
program for Clinical Mental Health in 2019. She is now a
Licensed Associate Counselor and has returned to The Bahamas to
open her virtual counseling clinic.

Huan Chen
Editor

Erin Hasler
Editor

Erin Hasler graduated from Harding University receiving a B.S. in
Psychology, an M.S. and an Ed.S. in Clinical Mental Health
Counseling. During her time in graduate school, she developed an
interest in research and data analysis, using those skills in her
work as a graduate assistant for Harding’s Educational Leadership
department. Erin currently works in education in the state of
Maine.

Usenime Akpanudo
Faculty Advisor

Dr. Akpanudo is an Associate Professor of Educational Leadership
and Director of Research Initiatives at the Cannon-Clary College of
Education, Harding University in Searcy, Arkansas. His research
interests include schools as organizations, the intersection of schools
and culture, and social vulnerability.

Huan Chen is a Harding University alumnus, currently studying
for a Ph.D. in counselor education at the University of North
Texas. Her research interests are in multicultural counseling,
counselor education, play therapy, and young adults counseling.

Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

66

Journal of Graduate Education Research

APPRECIATION
Through every volume, we will continue to be thankful for Brenda Breezeel, Associate Professor
and Systems Librarian at the Brackett Library, for her guidance in getting JGER started and her
dedication to technical support for which we continue to depend on her. We are also grateful to the
authors who have trusted us to publish your hard work. Our journal would not exist without you.
Lastly, we are especially indebted to our team of reviewers who took the time to review articles and
provide feedback for the authors. Finally, we want to extend a special thanks to Dr. David Bangs
(Director of Graduate Studies), and Dr. Donny Lee, (Dean) of the Cannon Cleary College of
Education, Harding University for their moral and operational cost support. Each of you gave some of
your time and resources to support the mission and goals of JGER and we truly appreciate it.

Journal of Graduate Education Research, Volume 3

67

ARE YOU INTERESTED IN
SUBMITTING YOUR
ORIGINAL WORK TO BE
PUBLISHED IN THE NEXT
ISSUE OF JGER?
SUBMIT YOUR MANUSCRIPT AT
scholarworks.harding.edu/jger/

ARE YOU INTERESTED IN
BEING PART OF THE
PUBLICATION PROCESS FOR
JGER?
CONTACT DR. USEN AKPANUDO ABOUT JOINING THE
SOCIAL PHENOMENA IN EDUCATION LAB
uakpanud@harding.edu

